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 Abstract 
REAL TALK: A TEACHER RESEARCHES LANGUAGE, LITERACY AND DIVERSITY IN 
AN URBAN HIGH SCHOOL CLASSROOM  
Author: Robin Hennessy 
Dissertation Chair: Dr. Curt Dudley-Marling 
 
This project was my attempt to rewrite the discourse of schooling within the context of 
my own classroom to transform it into a dialogic, multilingual, multi-literacy and critical literacy 
site that offered students opportunities for rigorous and relevant intellectual work.  The purpose 
of this study was to deepen my understanding of the teaching and learning of language and 
literacies in diverse urban schools so that I might enhance my practice and contribute to the 
knowledge-base in the field.  To that end, I asked: what happens when I broaden what counts as 
academic discourse and academic texts?  Engaging in practitioner inquiry, I studied the 
discursive space of my ninth grade literacy class in the urban public school where I teach.  
Throughout the 2008-09 academic year, I collected data in the form of audio-recordings of class 
discussions and student interviews, student work and a teacher journal.  Using critical discourse 
analysis, I analyzed the discursive space and situated those findings across local, institutional and 
societal domains.  My analysis of the data suggests that urban schools need not rely on scripted 
and low-expectations curricula that limit ways with words in academic contexts.  Instead, I argue 
that a student-centered and dialogic pedagogy, which centers students not only in classroom 
discourse, but also in the curriculum by including texts and instructional practices relevant to 
their lives beyond the school walls, creates a context for student engagement in rigorous 
intellectual work.  To that end, teachers need not devalue particular literacies or ways with words 
 as inappropriate for classroom discourse, but should instead draw on students’ funds of 
knowledge as legitimate resources for learning.
 To my mother, Linda,  
for always believing I could do the work, 
 and to Felix,  
for showing me how. 
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Real Talk: n. 
1. The philosophy of talking candidly and openly and honestly without fear of what others might 
think: 
a. usually for another's benefit to let them know of something that is usually hard to 
discuss; 
b. to let others know that you are talking honestly and sincerely and that what you are 
expressing is not a joke and that you are unabashedly being true to your own thoughts 
and feelings. 
 
(Urbandictionary.com) 
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Chapter One 
Situating the Study 
 
 Regina is an African American female who was a student in my ninth grade literacy class 
in the urban public high school where I teach.  One day before class, Regina and I were talking 
about something unrelated to school.  As her use of English switched from an academic dialect, 
what is often called Standard English, to African American Vernacular English (AAVE), she 
interrupted herself and said that she did not mean to speak badly.  I asked her why she thought 
the way she spoke was bad, and she replied that it was not correct English. 
 As a teacher researcher, I take several lessons from my interaction with Regina.  
Immediately, I recognize that Regina’s home discourse differs from that which is routinely 
spoken in schools.  Because we were having a social conversation, Regina “slipped” into what is 
likely a more comfortable dialect for her.  However, having reminded herself of my position, she 
felt it necessary to switch back into more formal academic language noting that she was aware of 
her grammatical “mistake.”  Upon further reflection, I gather that because I am her teacher, 
Regina assumes I hold certain beliefs about what are correct and incorrect ways of speaking.  
Regina chose to apologize to me because I am in a position of power, acknowledging what (she 
thinks) I deem as “correct” English.  This incident suggests that Regina has been schooled to 
believe the dominant narrative about language and literacy.  From this narrative she has learned 
that her home discourse is not correct, and she should apologize for it. 
Like many, Regina values education and as a result, has come to believe that school-
based language and literacies are more valuable than other ways with words.  Regina and her 
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peers have been schooled in deficit perspectives that privilege white, middle-class discourse at 
the expense of other languages and literacy practices.  This perspective suggests that there is a 
single best way to communicate across all contexts.  Because some adolescents from non-
dominant groups do not take up this mode of communication, either because they do not know it 
or they consciously resist it (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Carter, 2005), they are frequently labeled 
“struggling” readers and writers.  As large numbers of African American and Latino adolescents 
perform poorly in school as compared to their white peers, some suggest that there is a literacy 
crisis in our public schools, evident in the academic achievement gap between white students and 
students of color (Biancarosa & Snow, 2004; Kobrin, Sathy & Shaw, 2007; Perie, Grigg, & 
Donahue, 2005).  However, as a literacy educator in urban public schools for over twelve years, I 
have learned that low standardized test scores and high drop out rates, both indicators of the 
achievement gap, do not tell the whole story of who is literate.  In my experience, I have 
witnessed students who struggle in school concomitantly take up sophisticated language use and 
literacy practices outside of the official classroom space.  I have listened to them critically 
analyze a text, speak fluently across different dialects and languages, and demonstrate their 
command of an expansive vocabulary.  Unfortunately for these students, the texts they analyze, 
the languages they speak, and the vocabulary they use are not well-regarded in school settings.  
Researchers suggest that there is a significant gap between the literacy practices valued in 
schools and the literacy practices that students use beyond the school walls (Pahl & Roswell, 
2005).  Moje and Hinchman (2004), among others (Lee, 2004; Morrell, 2002) recommend 
bridging these two worlds via responsive instruction. 
The purpose of this study was to investigate what happened when I broadened what 
counts as academic discourse and academic texts in my ninth grade classroom.  As my students 
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began their high school careers, they did so against the backdrop of an alleged adolescent literacy 
crisis and an academic achievement gap, both of which situate adolescents of color as less likely 
to meet with academic success than their white peers.  It is within this context that my students 
developed their identities as students and as literacy and language users.  Despite an array of 
reform agendas set forth to improve the educational outcomes of students of color, many 
adolescents continue to find their uses of language and literacies marginalized in school and 
classroom discourse.   
 
The Literacy Crisis 
Public education in the United States has a long history of well-intended reform efforts.  
Dating back as early as 1893, when the Committee of Ten sought to establish order in a system 
that lacked uniformity, to the more recent No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, the institution of 
public education has borne witness to countless efforts at change.  In general, reformers have 
sought to enhance the quality of education for children in public schools.  More recently, 
education professionals and policy makers have turned their attention to the needs of children of 
color, low-income children, children with special needs, and other groups who have been 
historically underserved by the education system.  Reform agendas have been developed in 
response to problems afflicting the teaching and learning of these populations, problems 
including racial segregation, high dropout rates, and low-test scores.  How these issues are 
characterized and the solutions proposed to solve them tend to ignite controversy.  Educational 
challenges are routinely couched in crisis rhetoric, inciting surges of response from policy 
makers and the public.  Of these crises, the “literacy crisis” is one of the most frequently 
recurring and most publicly debated.   
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With the publication of his best selling book Why Johnny Can’t Read, in 1955, Rudolf 
Flesch declared a national reading crisis that he blamed on the “look-say” method of reading 
instruction.  While his was not the first critique of reading instruction, Flesch successfully 
launched a public debate about literacy, adding fuel to the long-standing “reading wars,” a battle 
over the “best” methods of reading instruction (Ravitch, 2000).  As a result of his work, the 
teaching of reading became part of the national discourse on literacy, and the reading wars 
continued to rage on.  Today, despite many years of reform initiatives aimed at improving 
instruction, reading scores from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 
continue to show a gap in reading performance between white students and students of color.  
The most recent large-scale effort to address the gap in reading performance came in 2002, when 
President George W. Bush signed into law the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), a 
comprehensive reform of the Elementary and Secondary School Act (ESSA).   
With the signing of NCLB, the federal government redefined its role in education by 
historic measures.  Broadly, this legislative act seeks “stronger accountability for results, 
increased flexibility and local control, expanded options for parents, and an emphasis on 
teaching methods that have been proven to work” (U.S. Department of Education, 2001).   More 
specifically, NCLB aims to improve reading achievement, which the Department of Education 
characterizes as deteriorating. 
Educators, parents and other interested parties have long acknowledged the general 
deterioration of our students' overall reading achievement. The National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP) provides perhaps the best single glimpse into the 
nationwide problem. From NAEP, we get a basic picture of how well children read, and 
the picture is not encouraging. (U.S. Department of Education, 2001) 
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The Reading First Initiative, under Title I of NCLB, is one example of the Bush administration’s 
response to today’s literacy crisis.  Reading First offered funding for states and districts to 
implement “scientifically-based reading research” coupled with the “proven” instructional and 
assessment tools to ensure that all children can read well by the end of third grade.  Since its 
implementation, Reading First has received mixed reviews (see Gamse, Bloom, Kemple, & 
Jacob, 2008; Stevens, 2003) and failed to increase test scores (Gamse, Bloom, Kemple, & Jacob, 
2008).  As a result, in 2008 appropriations were significantly reduced. 
From Flesch’s Why Can’t Johnny Read, to NCLB’s Reading First, early literacy has 
received its share of political and public interest.  However, policy makers have also highlighted 
the reading and writing needs of students in grades four through twelve.  Most notably, in 1983, 
A Nation at Risk warned Americans of impending economic doom as a result of our failing 
secondary schools.   Its’ “Open Letter to the American People” reported, “About 13 percent of 
all 17-year-olds in the United States can be considered functionally illiterate.  Functional 
illiteracy among minority youth may run as high as 40 percent” (National Commission on 
Excellence in Education, 1983).  While the effects of A Nation at Risk were widespread, it was 
not until the 1990s that adolescent literacy saw any organized response (Jacobs, 2008).  Since 
then, several high-profile documents and position papers have highlighted the literacy needs of 
adolescents (see Alvermann, 2001; Berman & Biancarosa, 2005; Biancarosa & Snow, 2004; 
Kamil, 2003).  Like A Nation at Risk, several of these reports cast adolescent literacy in crisis 
rhetoric suggesting large-scale problems in upper-elementary and secondary schools.  For 
example, Reading Next (Biancarosa & Snow, 2004) includes a sidebar titled “Cause for Alarm” 
that cites “alarmingly” large numbers of struggling adolescent readers and high school drop-outs. 
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Today, as literacy is “absolutely central to educational policy, curriculum development, 
and our everyday thinking about educational practice” (Lankshear & Knobel, 2003, p.3), 
adolescent literacy is receiving increased attention spanning various and sometimes competing 
perspectives.  While some argue that adolescent literacy has reached a crisis state (Biancarosa & 
Snow, 2004), other scholars suggest that the literacy crisis is an invention (Berliner & Biddle 
1995; McQuillan, 1998).  They contend that reading achievement in this country has not 
declined, but rather that reading scores have remained stable over the last few decades.  
According to Zirinsky (1987) our societal standards of literacy have in fact risen.  “The highest 
standard of literacy for 1910 is now close to the lowest standard of literacy for students finishing 
high school today, a ‘universal’ expectation” (p.61).  Another common rebuttal to the literacy 
crisis argument is that more students than ever are enrolled in public schools.  Lattimer (2006) 
argues, “We are educating more students today to a higher academic level than at any time in our 
nation’s past… Thus the [NAEP] scores today include significant numbers of students who, 30 
years ago, wouldn’t even have taken the test” (p.6).   This is especially true at the secondary 
school levels.  Today, more students are graduating from high school than ever before.  
Moreover, these graduates represent a diverse range of linguistic, cultural, economic, and ability 
groups.   
 
The Achievement Gap 
Although there is evidence of more diverse populations graduating from American high 
schools, by most measures of academic success, African American and Latino adolescents in 
urban public schools are deemed poor performers when compared to their white peers (Kobrin, 
Sathy & Shaw, 2007; Perie, Grigg, & Donahue, 2005).  Most notably, standardized test scores 
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reveal a significant gap in academic achievement between white students and students of color 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2010).  For example, results from 2009 NAEP scores show 
white students continue to attain higher reading scores than African American and Latino 
students.  Since 2003, the gaps between white and Latino fourth graders and eighth graders have 
narrowed only marginally.  The difference in scores between white and black fourth graders has 
decreased, but the gap between white and black eighth graders has not changed significantly.  
For twelfth grade students, the difference in scores between white and black students, and white 
and Latino students, have remained relatively unchanged since 1992 (Perie, Grigg, & Donahue, 
2005).  So although the gap in standardized test scores does not appear to be increasing, it is not 
lessening either. 
The achievement gap is not based on test scores alone.  High school dropout rates, 
numbers of students who take advanced placement examinations, enrollment in honors and 
“gifted” classes, and college admission rates all contribute to the story of the achievement gap 
(Ladson-Billings, 2006), suggesting a broad and complex challenge for educators and policy 
makers. 
Explanations for the academic achievement gap have ranged from deficit perspectives 
(Stotsky, 1999) to theories of cultural differences (Labov, 1982) and resistance (Fordham & 
Ogbu, 1986).  Other theorists charge low expectations curricula (Anyon, 1997) and poor resource 
allocation (Kozol, 1985) as contributors to educational discrepancies.  Irrespective of theoretical 
and research-based rationalizations of this gap, what remains is the overrepresentation of Native 
American, African American, Latino and Afro-Caribbean students in the bottom percentiles of 
assessment data, who continue to be underserved by the public school system.   
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To meet the challenges of the gap in secondary reading achievement, some researchers 
recommend explicit instruction in reading comprehension strategies (Biancarosa & Snow, 2004; 
Pressley, 2000) because research grounded in a cognitive model of reading has shown the 
effectiveness of strategy instruction (Baker & Barr, 1984; Dole, 2000).  With mounting pressure 
in today’s high-stakes testing climate, some teachers and schools seek the quick-fix that 
cognitive-based strategy instruction promises (Nichols & Berliner, 2007).  However, O’Brien, 
Moje and Stewart (2001) note that this literature falls into a tradition of research that suggests a 
one-size-fits-all instructional approach that ignores the diverse cultural contexts that make up 
most urban public schools.   
Despite the plethora of studies documenting the diverse language and literacy practices of 
students who are raised outside of the dominant white, middle-class culture (Compton-Lilly, 
2003; Heath, 1983; Labov, 1982), many schools continue to promote a monocultural discourse 
that serves to disable some (Alvermann, 2001; McDermott & Varenne, 1995) and enable others, 
giving little to no attention to the various funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff & Gonzalez, 
1992) that students bring into the classroom.  In effect, students whose primary language and 
literacy practices have been marginalized by schools and the larger society are further 
marginalized by efforts to ameliorate educational disparities.  For students of color, education 
continues to be a “subtractive process” (Valenzuela, 1999) rather than an additive experience.  
Moreover, there remains a systemic emphasis on differences in test scores that continues to feed 
the achievement gap narrative, perpetuating the dominant narrative of who has literacy and who 
does not.  As Manzo (2003) points out, literacy in this country is hardly a non-problem, but the 
reality is that who is literate and to what degree really depends on who is doing the counting and 
how they define literacy. 
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Definitions of Literacy 
How we define and measure literacy determines whom we call literate and what counts as 
academic achievement.  As a result of the complex and elusive nature of literacy, there are 
“significant lines of cleavage in the field of literacy studies” (Street, 1984, p. 3).  Accordingly, 
there are different perceptions of the literacy crisis and different solutions to address the gap in 
academic achievement.  For the purposes of this study, I will define two literacy paradigms, 
labeled by Street as the “autonomous model” and the “ideological model.” 
Within an autonomous model, literacy is viewed as a “set of skills and abilities that 
students need” as they interact with texts (Berman & Biancarosa, 2005, p. 6).  Literacy, in this 
sense, is a cognitive process unaffected by social and cultural landscapes.  Some describe this as 
literacy with a capital “L” as this paradigm suggests that there is only one way to be literate or 
one kind of literacy that really matters which is school-based literacy (Street, 1984).  For 
example, while a person may read the directions on how to use her new cellular telephone, this 
literacy event is not as valuable as reading an excerpt from a novel and answering questions 
about it.  While the former example of course is important to a person’s everyday life, it bears no 
relevance to academic literacy or school success. 
Research shows that school-based literacy most closely mirrors the language and literacy 
practices of white, middle-class families (Heath, 1983).  Accordingly, children from these homes 
enter school well-versed in academic discourse.  On the other hand, children from families who 
are not white or middle-class need to learn school-based language and literacies.  Gee (1990) 
calls these children “false beginners” and “authentic beginners,” respectively.  False beginners 
are students whose primary discourse most closely aligns with classroom discourse; they are not 
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really “beginning” to learn this discourse as they are already familiar with it to some degree.  
Authentic beginners, on the other hand, are those students whose primary discourse differs more 
dramatically with classroom discourse and as a result, school discourse is a truly a new discourse 
to learn. 
Children who start school as “authentic beginners” fall into the “Matthew Effect” 
(Stanovich, 1986), lagging behind their white, middle-class peers for the remainder of their 
academic careers.  Some researchers suggest that instruction in cognitive strategies will help 
these students develop academic literacy and catch up with their peers.  Explicit instruction in 
comprehension strategies, such as reciprocal teaching (Palincsar & Brown, 1983) and word 
identification strategies (see Bremer, Clapper & Deshler, 2002) have been touted as steps toward 
ameliorating the achievement gap (Berman & Biancarosa, 2005; Biancarosa & Snow, 2004; 
Kamil, 2003).  Moreover, researchers argue that the use of these strategies supports literacy 
development across academic disciplines.  These strategy solutions, as described in Reading Next 
(Biancarosa & Snow, 2004) and Reading to Achieve (Berman & Biancarosa, 2005), fall within 
an autonomous model of literacy, for they give little attention to classroom context and the 
linguistic and cultural experiences that individuals and groups of students bring into the learning 
environment.    
In contrast to an autonomous model, the ideological model of literacy makes explicit the 
political, social and cultural nature of all literacy practices, and further recognizes literacy as 
embodying multiple “literacies.”  From this viewpoint, literacy is always embedded within some 
specific ideology that cannot be treated as “neutral” or “technical” (Street, 1984).  More recently, 
this paradigm has evolved into the “New Literacy Studies” (Lankshear & Knobel, 2003; Pahl & 
Rowsell, 2005).  The New Literacy Studies aims not only to acknowledge the very social nature 
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of language and literacy, but to also recognize what people do with literacy in their everyday 
lives; hence, literacy becomes literacies, thereby expanding the definition to encompass the 
multiple literacies that people engage in across social and cultural contexts.  For example, 
consider an African American adolescent male who while sitting in a classroom is collecting 
words from a dictionary and writing them down in his notebook.  He later uses this list of words 
as he writes an original song.  As he writes his song, he also draws from a language system that 
exists outside of the official classroom space.  It includes vocabulary not found in the classroom 
dictionary, a lexicon he calls “slang.”  The lyrics are grounded in subject matter relevant to his 
life outside of school.  Upon completion of his song, he posts it on his Facebook site.  Visitors to 
his site read and respond to his piece.  Through the creation and publication of this song, he 
draws on the multiple literacies available to him both in and out of school.   
Scholars working within the new literacies’ paradigm argue that, “Literacies are not just a 
simple set of skills, or sub-skills, but Discourses which must be learned” (Wood, 2002, p.2).  Gee 
(1996) defines Discourses (with a capital “D”) as the:  
ways of behaving, interacting, valuing, thinking, believing, speaking, and often reading 
and writing [that are accepted by specific groups of people].  They are always and 
everywhere social.  Language, as well as literacy, is always and everywhere integrated 
with and relative to social practices constituting particular Discourses. (p. xix)  
When posting a song on Facebook, a student takes up a different Discourse than he might use 
when taking a test in science class.  From an autonomous model of literacy, the student’s 
production and publication of his song bears no relevance to the academic agenda and offers no 
evidence of his literacy skills.  Conversely, from a new literacies stance, this student 
demonstrates literate competence in a variety of Discourses, engaging in both in-school and out-
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of-school literacies.  Moreover, he may find increased academic success if his teacher draws on 
this language competence to hone his school-based literacy skills.  Teaching practices that take 
into consideration adolescents’ self-sanctioned literacies are not available in “one-size-fits-all” 
instructional models.   
O’Brien, Moje and Stewart (2001) suggest that while cognitively based experimental 
studies have “made an impressive contribution to our understanding of basic reading 
comprehension processes… the research – true to the positivist epistemology undergirding it- 
largely ignored or neutralized the contexts in which secondary school teachers and adolescents 
live and learn as it attempted to analyze cognitive processes” (p.27).  Under the new literacies 
paradigm, researchers situate literacy events in the contexts in which they occur, offering 
promising new insights into the literate lives of adolescents (Moje, 2000) and the possibilities of 
bridging self-sanctioned literacies with academic literacies (Lee, 1995; Morrell, 2002).   
From a new literacies perspective, adolescent literacy, once described as secondary 
reading or content area reading, implies more than a new moniker; it underscores the 
reconceptualization of the field itself (Stevens, 2005).  According to Alvermann (2001), 
adolescent literacy is “broader in scope than secondary reading, [it] is also more inclusive of 
what young people count as texts (e.g., textbooks, digital texts, hypertexts)” (p. 2).  Moreover, 
Stevens (2005) argues that understanding adolescent literacy requires “an epistemological stance 
acknowledging the highly constitutive force of language, discourse, and textual practices in the 
reification of figured worlds of school, home, and beyond” (p. 49).   Scholars within the new 
literacies paradigm attend to adolescents’ in-school literacy events and the multiple literacy 
events in their homes, at work and in their social lives.  Moreover, they recognize that while 
adolescents engage in these diverse literacy events, they take up different identities.  
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Identity and Discourse 
While the new literacies research on adolescent literacy bears witness to the home and 
self-sanctioned literacies in which these students engage, traditional classroom discourse remains 
a monocultural script that students are expected to take up (Cazden, 1988; Gutiérrez, Rhymes & 
Larson, 1995).  For many students, their out-of-school discourses are marginalized institutionally 
by mainstream society, and locally in schools and classroom.  Furthermore, the primary language 
and literacy practices of some students may even conflict with academic discourse.  Ogbu (1990) 
argues that “school failure is caused by a mismatch between communication etiquettes of 
teachers and students, especially during reading” that ultimately interferes with a child’s 
acquisition of reading skills (p. 115).   
A host of other studies has also supported theories of discursive and cultural mismatch.  
For example, Labov (1982) cited specific language patterns and practices within African 
American and Puerto Rican youth communities offering evidence that these students brought to 
school different discursive practices than those prescribed by the academic institution.  Since 
Labov’s pioneer work, others have built upon these ideas in the field of literacy and linguistics 
(see Gee, 1990; Heath, 1983; Scribner & Cole, 1981) underscoring the idea that children are born 
and raised within a primary Discourse (Gee, 1990), the Discourse of their home community, 
which may differ from the Discourse of the school to varying degrees.  These scholars remind us 
that “many adolescents enter secondary school literacy classrooms knowing they are in a world 
where an alien language is being spoken, a language that is not their own” (Landay, 2004, p. 
113).   
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Despite this large body of literature, traditional classrooms continue to be oriented toward 
a single-languaged space and a single-styled genre of literacy practices.  This discursive space 
has been characterized as a monologic script (Gutiérrez, Rymes & Larson, 1995), generally 
consisting of a series of initiation-response-evaluation (IRE) interactions (Cazden, 1988) 
especially present at the secondary school level (O’Brien, Moje & Stewart, 2001).  Within this 
tradition, there exists little room for the multiple voices and literacy practices at play in any 
given social space, but particularly present in the diverse setting of an urban classroom.  
Oftentimes various discourses collide, and as a result students create a “counterscript” as an act 
of resistance to the teacher’s script (Gutiérrez, et al, 1995).  Counterscripts are routinely 
characterized as classroom disruptions, where the teacher works within a particular agenda and 
the students refuse to take part in that agenda offering an alternative “script” instead. 
Bakhtin (1981) argues that different discursive practices are often in conflict.  He posits 
that there exists an authoritative discourse, which is the mainstream and largely accepted 
discourse, and an internally persuasive discourse that exists independently in all of us.  Landay 
(2004) notes the particular challenge in the secondary school classroom as these two discourses 
interact: 
For adolescents, engaged as they are in identity development, this may be dangerous 
territory, particularly for those whose forming identities are at odds with the norms of 
mainstream society.  A deep gulf often exists between the authoritative discourse of the 
schoolroom and the discourses Bakhtin identifies as internally persuasive. (p. 113) 
Too often, in the monologic and monocultural script that characterizes the language and literacy 
of schooling, adolescents in general and students of color in particular, are asked to ignore their 
internally persuasive discourse and assume another persona, in a sense, “code-switch.”  Delpit 
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(1988) and others argue for the explicit teaching of the discourse of power, but not to the 
exclusion or subordination of other language and literacy practices.  Instead of the dichotomy 
between discursive practices, students and teachers should work together to create a productive 
learning environment that builds upon diversity and difference in textual practices.  Gutiérrez, 
Rymes and Larson (1995) argue that there is a great need for productive discursive space in the 
classroom, as well as research that highlights and analyzes those spaces.   
 
Problem Statement and Questions 
Research shows that students of color value education as a pathway to economic success 
(Carter, 2005; Rogers, 2003); yet, they continue to lag behind their peers in educational 
achievement as it is currently defined.  The danger of the achievement gap narrative is its 
potential to position students of color and low-income as less capable, less academic, and less 
intelligent.  So while they see schooling as a vehicle for success, they are also educated in the 
context of the literacy crisis and the achievement gap.  It is within this context that students come 
to identify as particular kinds of readers, writers, thinkers and speakers with particular kinds of 
relationships to schools.  
Recognizing the varied discourses that students bring into the classroom, one must 
consider how these discourses intersect with the acquisition of academic literacies and academic 
identities.  As a classroom teacher using curricula and instructional practices grounded in new 
literacies and critical pedagogy, I attempted to disrupt the dominant narrative of schooling that 
suggests classrooms should be fixed discursive sites that promote a singular language and 
literacy.  To that end, I generated a research question that asks: what happens when I broaden 
what counts as academic discourse and academic texts in my classroom?  This question 
Hennessy   
    
17 
emanated from my dialectical relationship with the worlds of theory and practice (Cochran-
Smith & Lytle, 2004).  From the one, I gleaned theoretical perspectives related to literacy, 
culture and identity, while from the other I sought to apply those theories to my own teaching 
practice, making my work both “practical and theoretical” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993).  
Using one of my ninth grade literacy classes as a research site, I merged theory and practice to 
address my question.  Through a year of systematic inquiry, I documented the discursive space 
using literacy events in the classroom as units of analysis.  In this study, I asked the following 
sub-questions that were embedded in the larger question: 
1. How did a diverse body of students interact with others (including their white teacher, 
canonical authors, popular culture texts, and peers from different cultural and linguistic 
backgrounds) across languages and texts? 
2. How did students’ situated identities and cultural models shape their understanding of 
texts, and vice versa, how did texts and text-based transactions shape students’ cultural 
models and situated identities (Gee, 1999)? 
3. Where were Discourses in alignment and in conflict with locally, institutionally and 
societally-valued Discourses (Gee, 1990, 1999)? 
4. How was language used to create and sustain subject positions?  
5. How did my instructional practice and this community of practice invite and constrain 
opportunities to learn? 
This dissertation is organized into eight chapters.  I identified the problem in chapter one 
as it related to my teaching experience and the larger discourse on the teaching and learning of 
language, literacy and identity.  I further discussed how my research question emerged from this 
dialectic relationship between practice and theory.  The second chapter presents a review of the 
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literature using Bakhtin’s theories of language and multi-voicedness as an umbrella under which 
I situate relevant sociocultural, literacy and critical theory research.  This literature review 
provides the theoretical lens through which I conducted this study.  Chapter three describes in 
detail my methodology.  The design of this study falls in the tradition of teacher research 
(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993).  I employed critical discourse analysis as a methodological tool 
to understand the discourse within the academic context.  I describe my methodological choices 
and lay out the reasons why this design is well suited for this study.  Additionally, I describe the 
research site and participants. 
In chapters four through seven, I illustrate in detail the findings of this study.  Chapter 
four provides a macro-view of the classroom.  I organized the data using Chouliaraki and 
Fairclough’s (1999) orders of discourse, as it illustrates the nature of genre, discourse and style 
embedded in the literacy events.  Data in this chapter show how student-centered talk and other 
literacy events yielded a collaborative learning community.  Collectively, students constructed 
analytical arguments about texts as well as contributed to a supportive learning environment.  
Students did not just look to me for academic support; they supported one another and 
contributed to one another’s learning.    
Chapter four further illustrates how students to took up multiple Discourses 
simultaneously, thereby authoring hybrid Discourses.  Students wove local discursive practices 
that characterize African-American Vernacular English, such as creative word play and 
metaphorical talk (Heath, 1983), and other out-of-school discourses into institutional discursive 
practices, such as writing an expository paragraph.  Moreover, the positioning of “expert” and 
“novice” was fluid.  There were times when students took on the position of “experts” in relation 
to cultural models and their funds of knowledge, and times when I took on the role of novice. 
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Chapter five illustrates how participants drew on cultural models to make sense of texts.  
I found that competing cultural models within the academic space sometimes interfered with 
comprehension and/or communication.  I discuss how these findings influenced my teaching 
practice.   
In contrast to chapters four and five, which provide holistic views of the class as a 
community of practice, chapter six zooms in on two students.  I situate their experience in the 
local context against broader institutional and societal domains.  Data in this chapter suggest that 
the intersection of competing Discourses provided learning opportunities.  Discourses available 
in the societal and institutional domains sometimes conflicted with Discourses in the local 
domain.  For these two students and others this resulted in moments of tension.  For example, the 
larger social narrative around school continued to inform students that the classroom was a space 
with rigid language rules despite my efforts to debunk that narrative.   Most of the students saw 
themselves “through the eyes of the institution” (Rogers, 2003), but when I challenged this 
construct – suggesting that it positioned students’ home languages and literacies as inferior- 
some students responded to this tension by shifting away from their “fixed” Discourse about 
schooling.  This draws on the idea that learning involves shifts in socially-situated identities 
(Gee, 1999).  This was evident for many of the students, but there were also times when the 
moments of tension yielded no shift in Discourse and remained simply moments of tension.   
In chapter seven, I focus on some of the overall themes that surfaced particularly as 
related to my teaching practice.  Chapter seven captures the essence of language use and my role 
as a white teacher in this context.  I discuss how my instructional decisions and interpersonal 
communications impacted student participation in my classroom, what it looked like, and how 
they took up language and literacy practices.  My actions in the discursive space suggested to 
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students which literacy practices were welcomed and which were not.  I further discuss how 
students abandoned a “colormute”  (Pollock, 2004) Discourse in the classroom.  In this space, we 
regularly engaged in dialogue about race and ethnicity as they relate to language, schooling and 
power.  
The dissertation closes in chapter eight with the implications of these findings.  I suggest 
the relevance of this study as it relates to instructional practice, schools as institutional practices, 
and the field of teacher research.  Collectively, these chapters provide a complete picture of what 
happened when I broadened what counts as academic discourse and texts in my classroom.  In 
sum, I found that when the academic context featured students’ out-of-school literacies and other 
funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff & Gonzalez, 1992) as legitimate resources for learning, 
it became a hybrid space that concomitantly offered opportunities for learning and challenged 
norms about language and schooling.   
Historically, research into secondary school literacies has centered on “content area texts, 
readings of canonical literature and remedial reading pedagogy” (Stevens, 2005, p.49).  
Freedman and Ball (2004) call for “a new direction for [literacy] research, one that focuses more 
directly on how people can and do communicate across these [linguistic and cultural] divides and 
the role such communication plays in teaching and learning” (p. 4).  This study responded to that 
call.  Research has shown us that strategy instruction in secondary classrooms is important to 
adolescents’ academic literacy development; however, like all good instructional practices, it 
must be situated in a classroom context with attention to the strengths and challenges of 
individuals and groups of students.  Researchers would be remiss not to take a more holistic and 
contextual approach to addressing the literacy needs of adolescents of color.  This study is timely 
as demographic and technological shifts are evident in secondary schools (Luke, 2000).  While 
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this study falls in the tradition of culturally responsive teaching, paved by researchers such as 
Lee (1995) and Moll, et al. (1992), it pushes beyond that work to include the multiple literacies 
available in New Times (Luke, 2000), layered on top of the primary Discourses that a diverse 
group of adolescents bring into a classroom.  So while a student may use Spanish at home, and 
academic English in school-based genres, she may further recruit a digital code when emailing 
and text-messaging her friends.  As such, she takes up many discursive practices, each with its 
own identity.  This study draws attention to the variety of available discursive and textual 
practices in a 21st century, diverse secondary school classroom and the ways in which a teacher 
researcher can best recruit those practices to promote hybrid language and literacies to support 
the development of academic literacy within her students.    
In her 2006 Presidential Address to the American Educational Research Association, 
Gloria Ladson-Billings noted that while researchers often study the lives and schooling of poor 
students of color, they less frequently provide remedies to help solve the problems.  This study 
was not an attempt to underscore with thick description the challenges of teachers and students in 
urban public schools.  Rather, it was an attempt to merge theory and classroom life in the hopes 
of interrupting the meta-narrative of subtractive schooling to enhance the academic, civic and 
social lives of adolescents educated in an urban public school.   
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 Chapter Two 
Theoretical Framework 
 
From “Theme for English B” (Hughes, 1951/1994) 
So will my page be colored that I write?  
Being me, it will not be white.  
But it will be  
a part of you, instructor.  
You are white---  
yet a part of me, as I am a part of you.  
That's American.  
Sometimes perhaps you don't want to be a part of me.  
Nor do I often want to be a part of you.  
But we are, that's true!  
As I learn from you, 
I guess you learn from me---  
although you're older---and white---  
and somewhat more free.  
In “Theme for English B,” Langston Hughes illustrates the social nature of language and 
literacy.  When his instructor asks that he write a page for English, the speaker in the poem 
responds that his page “will not be white” because he is not white; therefore, the voice in his 
writing will not resemble that of a white person’s.  Hughes explains that even though this is the 
case, he and his professor are still a part of one another: their voices will interact and transact and 
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his “page” will be populated with the language of his instructor.  As a result of the experience, he 
notes, “As I learn from you, I guess you learn from me.”  As promising as this is, Hughes points 
out in the end that although they might learn from one another their exchanges are still mediated 
by unequal power relations. 
Hughes’s poem provides a useful narrative to introduce the theoretical framework for this 
dissertation, as the purpose of this study is to celebrate, analyze, understand and learn from 
dialogic tensions in order to create a productive learning space for adolescents of color and low-
income educated in an urban public school.  In this chapter, I make use of dialogic, sociocultural, 
literacy and critical theories to develop a framework for this study.  I begin with a working 
definition of Bakhtin’s (1981) concepts of heteroglossia, dialogism, hybridization and 
ideological becoming.  Following, I consider the intersection of these ideas across sociocultural, 
literacy and critical theories, and examine relevant research that sheds light on language and 
literacy learning in and out of the classroom.   
 
Bakhtin: Dialogic Theory 
 Mikhail Mikhailovich Bakhtin, who wrote in Russia during the volatile years between 
1920 and 1960, challenged formal language theorists by underscoring the complexity of 
language in the novel.  While Bakhtin is well-known for his literary criticism, he saw himself as 
more philosopher than literary critic (Vice, 1997).  For various reasons, mostly political, his 
work had been inaccessible for many years; however, today he is emerging as one of the leading 
thinkers of the twentieth century (Holquist, 1981).  Moreover, his ideas have gained prominence 
in language and literacy studies (Freedman & Ball, 2004).   
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Bakhtin (1981) introduced the idea of dialogic theory by looking at polyvocality in the 
novel.  He sees the novel as a medium through which multiple voices interact.  For example, a 
novel might include: a character’s dialogue and inner speech; various speech genres within a 
language, such as languages of a profession, class, newspaper, literary school; and/or texts which 
reproduce a culture’s various dialects and languages (Vice, 1997).  Bakhtin (1981) distinguishes 
the novel from traditional poetics which presume a unitary language.  He suggests that novelistic 
discourse does not fit neatly in the frame of poetic discourse because the novel is not comprised 
of a unitary language.  Furthermore, he argues against the distinction between form and ideology 
in language.  Contemporary language and literacy scholars who work from a sociocultural 
paradigm have taken up Bakhtin’s theories on the relationship between language and ideology.  
Increasingly, these ideas are applied to classroom settings to understand language and literacy 
diversity in action. 
Like the novel, the classroom is a useful context to explore the coming together of 
multiple voices.  Today’s classrooms, particularly in urban school communities, are host to a 
variety of languages, dialects and genres.  How these diverse voices meet up and what happens 
as they do is at the core of dialogic theory.  The following ideas, developed by Bakhtin, are 
central to the discussion of dialogic theory as it relates to this study.  Four key terms are defined 
here, then illustrated and discussed in context throughout the remainder of the chapter.   
Heteroglossia is characterized by multilingual and differentiated speech.  It is marked by 
a double-voiced discourse, serving two or more speakers at the same time.  This idea 
suggests that our voices are always “populated” with the voices of others.  Something 
that we say carries with it the words and ideas of others.  It further suggests that language 
is not fixed, but rather is dynamic and ever changing. (Bakhtin, 1981)  
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Hybridization is when more than one language, voice or discourse comes together in a 
single utterance.  This idea suggests more than the presence of polyvocality, and 
underscores the mixing of different voices that result in a new sound.  
Dialogism is the interaction of various languages within a textual space.  While 
heteroglossia speaks to the plurality of language, dialogism is the process of interaction.  
This process often produces dialogic tensions, or a colliding of voices and intentions.   
Ideological Becoming is the process of developing our view of the world, the ways that 
we engage in the dialogic process, and how we take up or resist new language and 
literacies.  Through this process we struggle with the discourse of others.  This struggle is 
critical to learning experiences (Freedman & Ball, 2004). 
 
“Ways with Words”: Social Heteroglossia 
In “Theme from English B,” the speaker in Hughes’s poem asks, “[W]ill my page be 
colored that I write?”  As is the case for all of us, Hughes brings to bear on his literacy practices 
his unique voice that has been shaped by his racial, cultural, economic, geographical and 
linguistic experiences.  All of these factors contribute to his unique “identity kit” (Gee, 1990) 
that gives him access to particular discursive practices and Discourses, with a capital “D.”  Like 
Bakhtin, Gee posits that language and ideology are tightly connected.  To illustrate that 
relationship, he uses the term Discourse, with a capital “D” which he defines as “ways of 
behaving, interacting, valuing, thinking, believing, speaking, and often reading and writing” that 
serve as identity markers for a group of people.  “Discourses are ways of being ‘people like us.’  
They are ‘ways of being in the world’; they are ‘forms of life’; they are socially situated 
identities” (p. 3).  Embedded within these “ways of being” are socially specific, or Discourse 
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specific, literacy practices and events.  Accordingly, participation in any literacy event involves 
the appropriation of an identity.  In other words, one can read like a student, talk like a lawyer, or 
“tag” like a gangster.  When talking like a lawyer, for example, one might stand or sit upright, 
speak in a formal manner and use legal jargon.  Taken together, these ways of being suggest a 
particular identity.  Anthropologists and linguists alike have underscored the idea that our 
language and literacy practices are tied to our social identities. 
Heath’s (1983) ten-year ethnographic study is illustrative of the theoretical work of 
Bakhtin (1981) and Gee (1990).  Situated in the Piedmont Region of the Carolinas, she studied 
the language and literacy lives of three different populations living in the same school district.  
The people of Trackton, a low-income African American community, Roadville, a low-income 
white community, and the townspeople, a middle-class community of white and black families, 
lived separately except in their work and school lives.  What Heath found was that in each of the 
communities children were differently apprenticed into literate lives.  For example, while the 
families of Trackton did not take part in the “bedtime story,” children were encouraged to engage 
in fictitious storytelling populated with figurative language (Heath, 1982).  On the other hand, 
the children of Roadville did listen to bedtime stories; however, the ways in which they were 
encouraged to interact with those texts differed from how the townspeople’s children interacted 
with texts.  This was evident in the kinds of questions parents asked during reading and the talk 
that took place about books beyond a reading event.  As a result of the ways with words that 
surrounded them, the children took up discourses that were unique to their communities. 
Within the schools, children from the three communities came together.  As their diverse 
voices came together, an example of social heteroglossia, dialogic tensions increased.  
Specifically, the teachers, who were townspeople, struggled with the instruction and assessment 
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of the children from Trackton and Roadville because they did not understand the children’s 
language patterns.  Heath concluded that the townspeople’s discourse most closely resembled 
school-based language and literacy practices.  As a result, these students were more successful in 
school.  Gee (1990) suggests that students whose home discourse mirrors school-based 
discourses begin school as “false beginners” because in many ways, these children already know 
how to “do” school.  In contrast, students whose primary discourse differs from school-based 
language practices are “authentic beginners” for they must learn the discursive ways of academic 
settings. 
From her research, Heath further discerned that patterns of language use, including 
behaviors and face-to-face interactions, are shaped by cultural forces embedded in larger social 
histories of the persons sharing that culture.  In other words, discourses are layered with a history 
of voices, resonating with Bakhtin’s (1981) postulation that each voice is populated with the 
voices of others.  This idea of layered discourses offers another example of heteroglossia and the 
dialogic process.  Bakhtin suggests that within the dialogic process individuals are confronted 
with a unique “internally persuasive discourse” and an “authoritative discourse.”  The internally 
persuasive discourse is the voice that guides us individually, is “backed by no authority at all, 
and is frequently not even acknowledged in society” (p. 342).  It is ever changing, shaped and 
reshaped through dialogic interactions with authoritative discourses.  According to Bakhtin,  
[T]he authoritative word demands that we acknowledge it, that we make it our own; it 
binds us, quite independent of any power it might have to persuade us internally; we 
encounter it with its authority already fused to it. (p. 342) 
The authoritative discourse may or may not be authoritarian (Morson, 2004); yet, there are many 
instances where individuals and groups will resist it, privately and publically.  School is one case 
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in point, where some students resist the authoritative discourse of academics.  In his extensive 
studies of African American and Puerto Rican adolescents’ language patterns, Labov (1972, 
1982) illustrates how these discourses collide.  
Like Heath, Labov investigated the intersection of identity, language and literacy 
practices by studying language patterns in the home and community environments of black youth 
living in Harlem and Philadelphia.  Among his findings was the idea that membership in the 
black vernacular culture conflicts with school success.  Labov (1982) argued, “Poverty and 
school failure are not the results of natural disabilities, but rather the result of a conflict in our 
society between two opposed cultures” (p. 148).  Labov further posited that reading failure for 
these students was related to political and cultural factors of which language and literacy were 
symbolic.  He drew similar conclusion in his research on Puerto Rican adolescents who adopted 
black vernacular English instead of a “white-style” English.  He concluded that while these 
youth were of “normal” cognitive ability, they rejected “school culture in favor of vernacular 
culture” and rejected “school values in favor of vernacular values” (Labov, 1982, p. 169).  This 
significant body of research points to the collision of discourses in school settings.  In addition, it 
suggests that these tensions, when ignored, can get in the way of academic achievement for some 
students. 
Researchers continue to document the relationship between literacy practices and 
identity, and the intersection of diverse discursive practices, particularly within the context of 
teaching and learning (DeBlase, 2003; Fecho, 2004; Gallas, 1998; Jones, 2006; Michaels, 1981; 
Willis, 1995).  For example, Michaels (1981) underscored the fixed practices of schooling as she 
detailed the differences in children’s ways with words during “sharing time” in a first grade 
classroom.  During the sharing by the white children, the white teacher interjected more easily in 
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the narrative and supported the child to complete a share that fit the teacher’s model of a “good” 
share. The teacher emphasized that a share should have “importance,” and students should focus 
on “one thing.”  When some of the black children shared, their discursive patterns did not fit the 
“importance” and “one thing” criteria.  Michaels noted the difference in discursive styles as 
“topic centered” versus “topic associating.”  The teacher was looking for topic centered shares, 
but sometimes heard topic associating shares from the black children.  These narratives appeared 
difficult for the teacher to follow, so the teacher struggled to engage with the students in a 
productive interaction.  Instead, the teacher interrupted in a way that took away from the black 
children’s shares, and as one child later reported, the teacher would not let her finish.   
Michaels’s (1981) findings suggest that when students and teachers do not share some 
discourse conventions, the student is at a disadvantage and her school performance may be 
adversely affected.  As the student continues through school in this manner, she will likely learn 
to separate her academic life from her private life (DeBlase, 2003).  Accordingly, she may come 
to believe that school is not for “people like her” (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Hemmings, 1996), 
unless she engages in a form of cultural accommodation (Willis, 1995) that denies her of her 
cultural and linguistic background.  Moreover, as a result of the perceived dichotomy between 
her academic and personal lives, she may miss out on positive learning experiences with school-
based texts that would enable her to transform her own life (DeBlase, 2003).  Since the student 
cannot see herself in any of these textual experiences, the opportunity for transferring learning 
from the academic to the personal is lost. 
While Michaels’s (1981) study aligns with Labov’s theory of cultural differences, Ogbu 
(1978; 1990) suggests that the difference theory does not account for the academic success of 
some immigrant groups who also enter school with cultural differences.  In response, he offered 
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an explanation for the success of immigrant and non-immigrant students, groups he refers to as 
voluntary and non-voluntary respectively, who, based on their experiences coming into and 
living in the United States, have different relationships with the education system.  Ogbu (1978) 
named this the cultural-ecological theory, which suggests that one reason for the lack of 
academic success for particular groups relates to perceived job ceilings in the United States that 
have limited the economic success of these groups.  In response, black students adopt certain 
attitudes and behaviors necessitated by their environment that conflicted with school success.  In 
a later study, Fordham and Ogbu (1986) posited that students of color resisted the “burden of 
acting white” that they claimed was associated with participation in school Discourse.   
Ogbu’s theories have contributed greatly to the achievement gap discourse by influencing 
the ways educators think of race, immigrant status and education (Noguera, 2004).  Today, 
however, some find their theory of “acting white” limited, in that it does not, and cannot speak 
for all students of color (Carter, 2005; Gibson, 1997; Noguera, 2004).  Moreover, it lacks an 
explanation for the many students of color who do find success in school.  More recently, 
Prudence Carter (2005) conducted a ten-month study in which she investigated the school-based 
experiences of sixty-eight students of color from ages thirteen to twenty.  She offered three 
different characteristics of these students in their relationships to school: cultural mainstreamers, 
cultural straddlers, and noncompliant believers.  Cultural mainstreamers were those who 
participated fully in school culture and easily complied with the mandates of school.  Cultural 
straddlers also abode by school rules and cultural codes, yet they simultaneously critiqued these 
codes.  Carter described these students as more socially successful with their co-ethnic peers than 
cultural mainstreamers because of their ability to navigate diverse cultural terrain.  The 
noncompliant believers, while buying into the value of education, tended to resist the 
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expectations of school culture.  These three constructs offer greater insight into the range of 
experiences for students of color in schools.  While participation in schooling may differ across 
these groups, Carter reported that students in all groups claimed to believe in the value of an 
education and understood it to be a path to economic success.  However, they varied in their 
willingness to participate in the culture of schooling.  
Collectively, this research on discourse and schooling can be situated in a theory of 
learning as a social practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  From this perspective, learning takes 
place, not as an isolated event, but in the context of lived experiences and participation in the 
world.  Learning is a social phenomenon, which suggests “being active participants in the 
practices of social communities and constructing identities in relation to these communities” 
(Wenger, 1998, p. 4).  Such contexts are described as communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 
1991; Wenger, 1998).  According to Lave & Wenger (1991) learning happens when individuals 
shift from peripheral membership toward full participation within a community of practice.   
As an aspect of social practice, learning involves the whole person; it implies not only a 
relation to specific activities, but a relation to social communities – it implies becoming a 
full participant, a member, a kind of person.  In this view, learning only partly – and often 
incidentally – implies becoming able to be involved in new activities, to perform new 
tasks and functions, and to master new understandings.  Activities, tasks, functions, and 
understandings do not exist in isolation; they are part of broader systems of relations in 
which they have meaning.  These systems of relations arise out of and are reproduced and 
developed within social communities, which are in part systems of relations among 
persons.  The person is defined by as well as defines these relations.  Learning thus 
implies becoming a different person with respect to the possibilities enabled by these 
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systems of relations.  To ignore this aspect of learning is to overlook the fact that learning 
involves the construction of identities. (p. 53) 
In a school-based context, learning is about participating in the discourse of schooling.  Heath 
(1983) reminds us that we are each nurtured in a particular discourse, populated with a history of 
language and ideas that include experiences with schools, teachers, and texts.  As children move 
beyond their primary discursive communities and into school settings, they begin to participate 
in communities of practice that include school-based ways with words.  
Just as in the larger society, classroom settings privilege some language and literacy 
events over others, and in effect suppress social heteroglossia.  Research that highlights 
heteroglossia in the classroom (Dyson, 2003; Gutiérrez, Rhymes & Larson, 1995; Landay, 2005) 
suggests that teachers make use of polyvocality and dialogic tensions to promote learning.  
Further, studies that point to the multiple literacies that students engage in beyond the school 
walls (Camitta, 1993; Lee, 1995; Mahiri, 1996; Mahiri & Sablo, 1996; Moje, 2000; Morrell & 
Duncan-Andrade, 2002) suggest new directions in literacy pedagogy that build on students’ 
varied ways with words.  These studies will be taken up in more detail in the next section. 
 
New Literacies: Hybrid Discourses in Classroom Space 
Influenced by important sociocultural theorists (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Heath, 1983; 
Labov, 1972), the field of literacy has undergone a theoretical and epistemological shift in its 
understanding of language and literacy practices.  “Literacy,” as a construct, has been embraced 
as more inclusive than the term “reading.”  Changes in the field are vast.  For example, what 
used to be called secondary reading is now referred to as adolescent literacy.  These changes, 
however, go beyond semantics.  From a sociocultural perspective, reading is no longer viewed as 
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a strictly cognitive act, but is further seen as a practice situated in a given context (Gee, 1990, 
2001).  Moreover, adolescent literacy is not just secondary reading with a new name.  The field 
encompasses not only reading in the content areas at the secondary school level, but points to the 
“distinctive dimensions of the reading and writing of youth” (Moje, Young, Readence & Moore, 
2000, p. 402) including “what young people count as texts (e.g., textbooks, digital texts, 
hypertexts)” (Alvermann, 2001, p. 2).  Acknowledging the multiliteracies of daily life both in 
and beyond school, many literacy educators and researchers take into account what it means to 
be literate in the twenty-first century and recognize an expanded definition of what constitutes a 
text, that includes the multimodalities of textual representations (New London Group, 1996), 
thereby replacing the idea of a singular literacy with literacies.   
The New Literacy Studies (NLS), emerging from the fields of linguistics, social 
psychology, anthropology, and education, challenge the traditional concept of literacy as a 
decontextualized skill, and instead situate literacy within a sociocultural paradigm.  From this 
perspective, all literacy events are embedded in social contexts.  As such, literacy is not regarded 
as a singular set of practices transferrable across social sites.  Instead, multiple “literacies” are 
recognized as a plural set of social practices (Gee, 1990).  Like Labov (1972), new literacies 
scholars believe that literacy learning is mediated by race, culture, language, and other factors, 
all of which make the learning of academic discourse quite complex for students who have been 
historically oppressed. 
In addition to recognizing the social nature of literacy, NLS also acknowledge the 
everyday literacy practices that people engage in, including the new literacies available in a 
digital age.  Examples of everyday literacies range from making a grocery list to designing a 
blog.  From a new literacies’ perspective, the out-of-school language and literacy practices of 
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adolescents are vast.  There is a significant body of literature that documents the self-sanctioned 
literacies of students of color (Camitta, 1993; Lee, 1995; Mahiri, 1996; Mahiri & Sablo, 1996; 
Moje, 2000; Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 2002).  Literacy events in the lives of these adolescents 
include writing letters (Camitta, 1993), writing songs that contain sophisticated topics and 
themes, descriptive techniques to evoke mental images, metaphor, hyperbole, oxymorons, 
foreshadowing and skillful play on homonyms (Mahiri & Sablo, 1996), reading the newspaper, 
reading manuals for video games (Mahiri, 1991), “gang literacies,” such as tagging and graffiti 
writing, reading novels, and writing poetry, narratives and journals (Moje, 2000).  This 
scholarship is an important reminder that there are a variety of literacy practices and ways of 
being with texts that young people routinely engage in.  Moreover, it suggests that school-based 
textual practices alone do not offer a complete picture about who is literate and to what degree.   
Despite the plethora of studies that document out-of-school literacies, classrooms are 
dominated by academic big “D” Discourse (Gee, 1990), comprised of school-based genres, 
language, literacy events and other ways of “doing” school.  Within this context, everyday 
literacies are often disregarded and home-based discursive practices are discouraged, particularly 
for racial, cultural and linguistic minorities (Jones, 2006; Michaels, 1981).  In effect, schools 
ignore the presence of social heteroglossia and dialogism in the classroom.  NLS scholars and 
others call for a new direction in classroom pedagogy that draw on students’ out-of-school 
literacies and foster hybrid discourses in school (Pahl & Rowsell, 2005).  Hybridization is the 
coming together of literacy activities found in the community and school, uniting two or more 
literacy traditions in a single event.  According to Bakhtin (1981),  
[Hybridization is] one of the most important modes in the historical life and evolution of 
all languages.  We may even say that language and languages change historically 
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primarily by means of hybridization, by means of mixing various ‘languages’ coexisting 
within the boundaries of a single dialect, a single national language, a single branch, a 
single group of different branches. (pp. 358-9) 
In spite of the traditional discourse of schooling, children and adolescents routinely draw from 
the “landscape of voices” (Dyson, 2003) available to them in and out of school, pushing hybrid 
discourses into the classroom.  Although children and adolescents routinely draw on their 
landscape of voices, these resources are rarely acknowledged and are more often discouraged 
within academic contexts.  
Dyson illustrates hybridization in her ethnographic study of first graders.  Drawing on 
Bakhtin’s concept of dialogism, she captured the coming together of diverse texts within a 
school setting.  Dyson qualifies three different “spaces” in the classroom: the “official” spaces as 
directed by the teacher, the “unofficial” spaces as initiated by the students, and the hybrid spaces, 
made up of students’ textual constructions through which they appropriate their out-of-school 
cultural symbols or “textual toys,” like names from the National Football League (NFL) or hip-
hop song lyrics, to produce texts during writing workshop.  Illustrating how many of the texts 
demonstrate a hybrid construction, she argues that in this process, students transformed the 
official world.  The “children’s production events and written products tended to be kinds of 
Bakhtinian hybrids: that is, their symbolic stuff, including their written words, established 
relationships to a complex of overlapping social worlds (Dyson, 2003, p. 68).  From the students, 
Dyson recruited the “remix” metaphor, suggesting that the coming together of texts from official 
and unofficial spaces yielded a new text, or a remix of old texts.  
Dyson and others (Gutiérrez, Rymes & Larson, 1995; Lee, 2007) recognize the dynamic 
nature of language and literacies in a 21st century global society where diverse discourses and 
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cultural models constantly collide.  Schools, however, have not been quick to adapt to these 
changes.  As a result, many dialogic tensions taking place in diverse classroom settings are 
counterproductive to learning.  Gutiérrez, Rymes and Larson (1995) offer an example of 
counterproductive dialogic tensions in a middle school social studies classroom.  Using Cazden’s 
(1988) model of the classroom communication system, Gutiérrez, Rymes and Larson studied the 
language of curricula, the language of control, and the language of personal identity as these 
three domains intersected in the classroom space.  The teacher offered a lesson, what the authors 
called a “script” that focused on the current events in a nearby community.  The students, 
however, resisted the official script and offered instead a “counterscript” which veered them 
away from the teacher’s agenda.  At one point in the lesson, the teacher and the students reached 
an agreed upon topic and discussion format.  The topic was outside of the teacher’s script, but it 
rose naturally from the discussion and was of interest to the students.  This “space” in which the 
teacher and students met was characterized as a productive learning moment during which 
students were thoroughly engaged and learning was taking place.  After a short time, however, 
the teacher shifted the discussion back to his script and students once again became disengaged.  
Based on these findings, the authors argue for more productive classrooms that draw upon social 
heteroglossia to develop a mutually-agreed upon script, a hybridization, for school-based 
learning.  They suggest that students and teachers should “work together outside of their own 
scripts to achieve a productive social heteroglossia in the classroom” thereby welcoming 
diversity and difference in textual practices (p. 467).   
While some of the research on language, literacy and identity is reactive, in which 
scholars report the current state of dialogism in schools and conclude with new research 
directions and pedagogical recommendations, there is another body of literature that is proactive.  
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These studies, often carried out by practitioners, make deliberate attempts to bring language and 
literacy theories into practice.  For example, several studies explore what happens when teachers 
intentionally engage students in dialogism.  Of these, Carol Lee’s (1995, 2004, 2007) work is 
particularly relevant.  Taking on the dual role of practitioner and researcher, Lee (1995, 2004, 
2007) conducted a three-year intervention project in an underachieving urban high school in 
which the redesigning of the English language arts curriculum was based on the Cultural 
Modeling Framework.  Cultural Modeling uses cultural data sets with which students practice 
discipline-specific discourses, such as literary reasoning.  The data sets may be examples of 
African American English speech genres, such as signifying, or they may include films, rap 
lyrics or music videos.  Using cultural data as a starting point, students are apprenticed into 
disciplinary discourses.  Lee asked: how do two social languages, reflecting different 
relationships of power, come into dialogic relationship with one another?  
Lee’s study provides a wealth of examples of Bakhtin’s (1981) “double-voiced” 
discourse, as students take up multiple discursive practices in their text-based discussions.  Their 
interchanges are populated with dialogic tensions between students and texts, students and 
teacher, as well as among the students themselves.  In conclusion, Lee (2004) argues for greater 
attention to the dialogism in both instructional practice and educational research.  Recognizing 
that AAVE stands in a dialogic relationship with Standard English, as does Spanish and other 
native tongues of students in public schools, she suggests that, “In many underachieving schools, 
students are led to believe that participation in disciplinary literacy demands that they reject the 
social and national languages of their home communities” (p.130).  The Cultural Modeling 
Framework provides a pedagogical model for intentionally bridging disciplinary and community-
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based discourses.  This model of culturally responsive teaching offers an important example of 
how teachers can put theory into action. 
Fecho (1998, 2004) also wrestled with dialogic tensions in his classroom practice.  As a 
teacher researcher in an English language arts classroom in Philadelphia, he and his African 
American students engaged in an inquiry-based, critical approach to studying dialects and how 
dialect relates to the power code, or the language of power (Delpit, 1988).  The intent was to 
create situations in which students could look at the ways language came into their lives and the 
lives of others, inviting students into the larger discourse around language that seldom made its 
way into the classroom.  His essential question asked, “How does learning connect you to your 
world?” (Fecho, 2004, p. 90).  The curriculum was designed around three projects: the nature of 
language; autobiographical inquiry into language; and individual investigations into language.  
Students left the school year with a better understanding of the role of language in their lives, in 
particular how language relates to identity and power.  In effect, Fecho helped raise 
consciousness of the relationship between the students’ internally persuasive and authoritative 
discourses.  
From whom we choose to learn and what language we decide to appropriate is part of our 
ideological becoming.  Scholars like Lee (2004) and Fecho (1998) suggest that many students 
need to come into “disciplinary identities” without diminishing existing identities.  This means 
that teachers must support students in their appropriation of academic Discourses and their 
creation of hybrid Discourses, particularly for those students whose languages and literacies have 
traditionally been marginalized in schools.  Pedagogy that is grounded in culturally responsive 
teaching and includes hybrid language and literacy practices (Lee, 2004) provides students 
access to academic identities and textual practices.  How teachers organize classroom instruction 
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to engage students in those ways with words relates to dialogism, or the process of interaction 
when multiple voices come together.   
 
Instructional Discourse: Dialogism in Classrooms 
Dialogism is inherent to classroom space, as it is a social site, populated with multiple 
voices.  As such, classroom discourse can never be completely monologic (Nystrand, 1997).  
However, many teachers and schools organize instruction as if the classroom were a monologic 
site, in an effort to keep the discursive space orderly and predictable.  The result is a banking 
model of education (Freire, 1970) in which teacher talk dominates.  Mehan (1979) showed that 
instructional discourse typically comprised of a pattern of teacher initiation, a student’s response, 
and a teacher’s evaluation to the student’s response.  This pattern, labeled simply as initiation-
response-evaluation, or IRE, dramatically differs from patterns of real conversation, which tend 
to be unpredictable.  In her meta-analysis of classroom research, Cazden (1988) supported 
Mehan’s findings that the IRE pattern dominated classroom discourse.  Who got to talk, about 
what and when was very much determined by the teacher, making classroom discourse a unique 
social environment.  In this context, talk is unnatural and consists of back-and-forth exchanges 
between teachers and individual students rather than including much cross-discussion in which 
students engage with one another in topic-relevant conversation.  Moreover, traditional 
pedagogy, as Cazden illustrated, is grounded in unified language and literacy and more often in 
conflict with the realities of heteroglossia and dialogism.   
Since Mehan and Cazden’s important contributions to understanding classroom 
discourse, many scholars have examined dialogism in the classroom and its connection to student 
engagement and learning. Nystrand and Gamoran (1991) define two types of student 
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engagement: procedural and substantive.  Procedural engagement relates to students’ following 
of rules, norms and behaviors appropriate for school.  In an IRE discursive pattern, students who 
are procedurally engaged respond to the teacher’s questions.  Students go through the motions of 
school including the completion of assignments in and out of school.  They may or may not be 
genuinely engaged in academic issues, but they will pay attention in class and follow the 
directions of the teacher.  On the other hand, substantive engagement involves authentic and 
sustained commitment to the content and issues of academics.  This type of engagement is 
evident when students ask quality questions about a topic or bring up ideas that take a discussion 
in another direction.  The authors argued that for students to reach significant academic 
achievement, prolonged substantive engagement is necessary in schools.   
 To test their hypothesis, Nystrand and Gamoran (1991) studied instruction in 58 eighth 
grade English classes.  They used the following criteria to define dialogic instruction that 
promoted substantive engagement: high-level evaluation, authentic questions and uptake.  High-
level evaluation is in contrast to the traditional IRE discursive model in classrooms.  Instead of a 
brief evaluation of a student’s comment, such “good” or “right,” a high-level evaluation involves 
a follow-up question or comment thereby working a student’s response into further discussion.   
Authentic questions are those that have no pre-specified answers, but instead ask open-ended 
questions that call on what students think rather than ask students to recite what the teacher or a 
text has already said.  Following-up on students’ responses and incorporating these answers into 
further discussion is an example of uptake.  Collectively, when these features become part of 
instructional discourse, “Teachers and students work in terms of each other, and where, as a 
result, the course of classroom talk depends on what both teachers and students bring to the 
instructional encounter” (p. 265).  Nystrand and Gamoran found that collaborative and 
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substantively engaging instruction, which included the features of high-level evaluation, 
authentic questions and uptake, effectively promoted student learning.   
 Other researchers have likewise underscored the tenet that discussion-based instructional 
approaches that move beyond a fixed IRE pattern positively impact student learning (Applebee, 
Langer, Nystrand, & Gamoran, 2003; Haroutunian-Gordon, 1991; Vanderburg, 2009).  For 
students who are most in need of such effective instructional practices, particularly students of 
color, low-income, English language learners and special education students, instruction that 
promotes substantive engagement (Nystrand & Gamoran, 1991) may be harder to find as these 
students often receive a low-expectations curricula (Oakes, 1985).  For example, Kelly (2010) 
found that in predominantly black schools, where teachers reported a greater number of behavior 
incidents as compared to non-predominantly black schools, students were more likely engaged in 
seatwork and reading aloud rather than substantive instructional dialogue.  He noted that the 
instructional patterns were “noninteractive and highly controlled by the teacher” (p. 1265).  
Typically, high level engagement is offered to the most “advanced” students while students 
perceived as low-level or behaviorally challenging (Kelly, 2010; Oakes, 1985, 1992) receive that 
back-to-basics pedagogy that typically includes the IRE discursive pattern.   
In contrast to the low levels of interaction in many low-achieving classroom contexts, 
Vanderburg (2009) reported on the high level of engagement in his Advanced Placement English 
classroom that used a combined dialogic instruction and critical literacies pedagogy to open 
dialogue across students, texts and the teacher. In addition, as Vanderburg (2009) reported, 
critical pedagogies further stretched students’ dialogic relationship with texts.  As critical 
pedagogy is the framework for instruction in this project, a review of relevant literature is taken 
up next. 
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Critical Literacy: The Process of Ideological Becoming 
Dialogic instruction calls for a move from a traditional transmission model of pedagogy, 
or what Freire (1970) coined, the “banking model” of instruction.  Freire warned educators 
against viewing their students as empty vessels needing to be filled with information that can 
only be provided from a more knowledgeable and authoritarian figure, such as a teacher.  To do 
so is to enact a “pedagogy of oppression” that maintains the status quo of social and economic 
injustices.  Instead, he argued for dialogic instruction characterized by a challenge to an 
authoritative discourse in the classroom.  While all classroom discourse is dialogic to some 
degree, much classroom discourse is organized and treated as if it were monologic, privileging 
particular ways with words, valuing singular “right” answers and treating texts as autonomous 
entities (Nystrand, 1997).  Discursive spaces such as these make “ideological becoming” 
(Bakhtin, 1981) difficult, if not impossible.  Employing critical literacy as a pedagogical 
framework enables instruction to shift from a monologic to dialogic endeavor.   
Sociocultural and critical theorists recognize that texts construct readers, their worlds, 
cultures and identities (Gee, 1990, 2000; Lankshear & Knobel, 2003).  As our society becomes 
more and more engrossed in text consumption, multimodal texts increasingly position us in 
certain ways and help construct our “identity kits” (Gee, 1990).  As we enter “new times” 
constituted by “new capitalism,” literacy is inextricably connected to identity and fashions our 
understanding of our positions in the new workforce (Gee, 2000; Luke, 1998). 
“New times” reflects the new workplace, the post-Fordism epoch as a result of 
globalization and growth of information technologies (Hall, 1996; Street, 1995) in which “the 
charred and consumptive iron smokestacks of the capitalist manufacturing plant …have been 
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replaced by the high-tech boardrooms of the transnational corporate elite” (Lankshear & 
McLaren, 1993, p. 2).  Of great matter is how schools are preparing students for new times.  Gee 
(2000) and others (Lipman, 2004; Lankshear & Knobel, 2003) argue that “back to basic” 
pedagogies are a vehicle for positioning at-risk and “school-dependent” children (Ladson-
Billings, 2006) to become “backwater workers,” workers who perform low-level service jobs 
(Gee, 2000, p. 415) in an increasingly stratified economy (Lipman, 2004).  As a result, the future 
may witness a widening of the achievement (and economic) gap.  Many posit critical literacy as 
an emancipatory vehicle for children of color and low-income children to interrogate, disrupt and 
transform this economic stratification (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2005; Moje, Young, Readence & 
Moore, 2000).   
Critical literacy is not easy to define, as it resists a one-size-fits-all approach to teaching.  
Efforts to streamline critical literacy into a packaged curriculum actually defeat its organic 
character.  As a result, critical literacy looks different in different contexts.  In a very broad 
sense, critical literacy is the interrogation of texts to read the word and the world (Freire & 
Macedo, 1987).  Allan Luke (2000) suggests that critical literacy in the classroom seeks to create 
an “environment where students and teachers together work to (a) see how the worlds of texts 
work to construct their worlds, their cultures, and their identities in powerful, often overtly 
ideological ways; and (b) use texts as social tools in ways that allow for a reconstruction of these 
same worlds” (p.453).  Williams (2001) offers this definition:  
Critical literacy is concerned with power relations, who has a voice and who is silenced, 
what is said in the text, what is assumed and whose interests are served.  Critical literacy 
is about deconstructing ideologies within texts and uncovering and interrogating power 
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relations inherent in language.  Critical literacy requires that teachers leave the comfort 
zone and move into unexplored areas where the outcomes are uncertain. (p. 4) 
Rebecca Rogers (2002) adds that, “Critical literacy needs to engage in a critique of local 
interactions, institutional systems, and larger discourses” (p. 780).  These definitions share a 
view of critical literacy that includes the interrogation of power, and the reconstruction of texts 
and spaces to reposition marginalized individuals and groups within society.   
In Bakhtinian terms, critical literacy makes dialogism explicit.  This nourishes the 
process of ideological becoming, or what happens as we struggle with other people’s words.  It is 
a way of developing our ideological self, our view of the world and our system of beliefs.  As 
individuals struggle with their own ideologies, they wrestle with tension and conflict necessary 
for learning.  As Vygotsky (1978) tells us, learning is social, and tensions in the learning process 
often lead to new understandings and new insights.  Critical literacy pedagogy encourages 
students to talk back to texts and reconstruct texts as suits their internally persuasive discourses 
(Bakhtin, 1981).  To that end, exploring identity issues in texts is a pervasive theme in the 
literature (see Bean & Moni, 2003; Brozo, Walter & Placker, 2002; DeBlase, 2003; Williams, 
2004; Williams, 2001; Young, 2000, 2001).  Many of these identity studies relate to issues of 
gender with an emphasis on boys and masculinity (Brozo, Walter & Placker, 2002; Young, 2000, 
2001) or girls and feminine constructions (DeBlase, 2003; Williams, 2001).  These studies 
illustrate the ways in which students interact with and interrogate subjectivities in texts. 
Much of the literature in the field of critical literacy employs a broad definition of text 
that has emerged from sociolinguistics.  Halliday and Hassan (1989) describe text as a unit of 
meaning or semantics that is functional and situated in context.  Text is both product and process, 
in that it is a social exchange of meanings.  Within a culture, there are agreed upon rules of 
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textual meanings; in fact a culture is a text or “a set of semiotic systems” including sign systems 
from which we take meaning (Halliday & Hassan, 1989, p. 4).  In this sense, texts are all around 
us.  We are constantly making meaning from our environment.  But this meaning comes not only 
from linguistic representations, texts are also represented through visual, audio, gestural and 
spatial modes (New London Group, 1996).  In critical literacy research, many studies define 
texts to include songs, television shows, hypermedia, and other prevalent media in popular 
culture.   
As it has roots in critical media literacy (Stevens & Bean, 2007), it is not surprising that 
much of the critical literacy research interrogates power in popular culture (Lloyd, 2003; Myers 
& Beach, 2001; Stevens, 2001; Williams, 2001).  Moje, Young, Readence & Moore (2000) 
recommend a critical reading of media texts in light of “new times.”  Some of the studies in 
which students deconstruct media examine how popular culture positions individuals and groups.  
Stevens (2001), for example, described different cases of critically reading popular culture, using 
texts such as movie clips, song lyrics and television shows.  The students in her study unpacked 
the biases in the show “South Park” and made visible the negative portrayal of anyone who is not 
white.  Using community texts as objects of study, Luke, O’Brien, and Comber (1994) related an 
approach to critical literacy involving five to seven year old students.  These students 
deconstructed store fliers advertising gifts for Mother’s Day.  Through this activity, the children 
disclosed various messages in these media about mothers, and in response, they reconstructed 
these images after surveying their own mothers.  They found a discrepancy between the interests 
of “real” mothers and the interests of mothers as depicted in the fliers. 
This body of research shows not only how students learn to interrogate texts, but it also 
illustrates what happens when teachers and researchers broaden what counts as text in an 
Hennessy   
    
46 
academic context.  As students learn to critically read a broad range of texts, they concomitantly 
blur the boundaries between school and self-sanctioned literacies while creating hybrid texts.  To 
that end, they not only bring their out-of-school discourses into the academic space, but they are 
also more likely to bring school-based literacies into their out-of-school lives (Ballenger, 1999).  
The purpose of education in this context goes beyond fulfilling school-sanctioned requirements 
and instead teaches students to become critical readers and thinkers in all aspects of their lives 
and tries to mediate social inequities through education.   
Many critical literacy scholars acknowledge the social and political status attached to 
various discourses and in response, seek to interrogate unequal power relations.  Several studies 
demonstrate ways to analyze and reposition power relations with students (Fine, Jaffe-Walter, 
Pedraza, Futch & Stoudt, n.d.; Ghahremani-Ghajar & Mirhosseini, 2005; Hones, 2002; Rogers, 
2002; Van Horn, 2001).  For example, Hones (2002) engaged three bilingual youth in a dialogic 
writing process to highlight their experiences with formal high school experiences and make 
connections with academic content.  Like Hones, Ghahremani-Ghajar and Mirhosseini (2005) 
employed dialogue writing journals in an Iranian English as a foreign language class.  They 
found that the discourse format empowered students by providing them opportunities to express 
their voices.     
As part of her larger two-year ethnographic study with the Treader family (Rogers, 
2003), Rogers (2002) interrogated power in local, institutional and societal discourses during her 
book discussions with adolescents.  She paired critical theory with learning theory to deepen her 
understanding of how students become critically literate.  Initially, Rogers found the students 
especially unwilling to interrogate the institutional (i.e., who has authority) and local (i.e., turn-
taking) discourses.  With time, however, she noted the shifting of discourses, as adolescents 
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initiated and sustained their discussions, rather than looking to her as the “teacher” who 
facilitated discussion and supplied correct answers.      
In another critical ethnography, Van Horn (2001) studied the power relations in a middle 
school book discussion.  Like Rogers (2002), Van Horn agitated traditional power roles in 
discourse.  She suggests, “The teacher generated pattern of initiation, response, and evaluation, 
while it may stimulate talk about literature is actually a silencing of student voice” (p. 225).  In 
her dual role as teacher and researcher, Van Horn documented the interactive sequences in 
discussions of The Outsiders (Hinton, 2003) and then analyzed the sequences.  She found that 
engagement in discourse about text enhanced the meaning making process, particularly when the 
teacher was not involved in the discussion.  When students responded to one another, without 
concern for a “right” answer, she found that they engaged in “the power of revision” in that the 
students listened to one another, took into consideration others’ ideas, and transformed or 
adapted their own thinking as a result.  Van Horn concluded that when power was equalized in 
the classroom, students found the space to exercise their unique and insightful perspectives. 
When teachers and students collectively interrogate texts, as this literature shows, it 
illuminates dialogism and ideological becoming in action.  This process is empowering to those 
who have been traditionally silenced in schools, and it is promising as it shifts who gets to “do” 
school.  In other words, as traditional school discourse gets “remixed” (Dyson, 2003), the 
identity of who gets to be a student takes on a new face.  While the literature suggests that an 
institutional transformation is possible, it needs the support of practitioners to make it plausible. 
Collectively, the literature in this chapter points to new directions in literacy pedagogy, 
and research that studies those efforts.  Much of the literature looks to teachers to take up the 
work of dialogic classrooms with hybrid textual practices.  The purpose of this dissertation was 
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to do just that: I took these theoretical ideas, as outlined above, and put them into classroom 
practice.  The results offer new insights for practice and theory to better serve the needs of an 
increasingly diverse student population.    
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 Chapter Three 
Methodology 
 
The Research Question 
For over a decade, I have been teaching literacy and language arts in urban public 
schools.  This experience, coupled with my formal studies, has contributed to my understanding 
of the processes of reading, writing, thinking, speaking and listening, and to my knowledge of 
the language and literacy practices of urban adolescents living in the twenty-first century.  
Drawing from theory and my own practice, I work from the assumption that literacy is culturally 
framed, defined (Ferdman, 1990), and connected to social identities (Gee, 1990, 2001; Lankshear 
& Knobel, 2003).  Moreover, language and literacy practices are ideologically saturated, 
dialogical, double-voiced (Bahktin, 1981), and mediated by power relations (Kincheloe & 
McLaren, 2005).  Given this epistemological stance, I am interested in how texts, broadly 
defined (Halliday & Hassan, 1989), and contexts affect the literate lives of adolescents educated 
in urban public schools.  It is from this theoretical framework, developed in the previous chapter, 
that I position myself as a teacher researcher. 
In this study, I situated myself between local knowledge available to me as a practicing 
teacher and the theoretical knowledge outlined in chapter two in order to deepen my 
understanding of how adolescents in an urban public school engaged with school-based language 
and literacies.  In my dual role as practitioner and researcher, I hoped to uncover what was 
possible in an academic context that moved from a discursive site characterized by a single-
language and single-styled genre (Gutiérrez, Rymes & Larson, 1995) to one that invited multiple 
languages and literacy practices into the official classroom space.  I wondered how I, as a 
Hennessy   
    
50 
literacy teacher, could best enhance my students’ academic, civic, and social lives.  Further, I 
wondered what particular knowledge a teacher researcher could contribute to the body of 
literature that informs language and literacy instruction for adolescents.  To pursue these 
interests, I asked, what happens when I broaden what counts as academic discourse and 
academic texts in my classroom?  Using academic literacy events as units of analysis, I asked the 
following sub-questions to further understand my overarching question:  
1. How did a diverse body of students interact with others (including their white teacher, 
canonical authors, popular culture texts, and peers from different cultural and linguistic 
backgrounds) across languages and texts? 
2. How did students’ situated identities and cultural models shape their understanding of 
texts, and vice versa, how did texts and text-based transactions shape students’ cultural 
models and situated identities (Gee, 1999)? 
3. Where were Discourses in alignment and in conflict with locally, institutionally and 
societally-valued Discourses (Gee, 1990, 1999)? 
4. How was language used to create and sustain subject positions?  
5. How did my instructional practice and this community of practice invite and constrain 
opportunities to learn? 
These questions represent the intersection of my interests in language, culture, identity, power, 
hybrid discourses, new literacies, and teacher practice.  Because of their complexity, they lent 
themselves to a qualitative study that enabled me to document my classroom as a community of 
practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  Answering these questions required that I trace the patterns of 
literacy events in my classroom. To support this investigation, I engaged in practitioner inquiry 
(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, 1999, 2004) which enabled me to generate “knowledge of 
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practice” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2004).  Furthermore, I drew broadly from the field of critical 
theory and more specifically employed critical discourse analysis (Rogers, 2003, 2004a) to make 
sense of my data.  I describe these methodologies in more detail below with a discussion of why 
these research traditions were suitable for this study.   
 
Practitioner Inquiry: Knowledge-of-Practice 
Research conducted by practitioners, known alternatively as teacher research, action 
research, participatory research and self-study, is a unique and promising field of inquiry.  
Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993) define teacher research as the “systematic, intentional inquiry 
by teachers about their own school and classroom work” (pp. 23-24).  Inquiry of this kind is 
about “changing practice as a result of study and about changing practice to understand it” 
(Zeichner & Noffke, 2001, p. 306).  As teacher researcher Lampert (1990) explains, “The 
purpose of action research is not to derive new theories that can then be applied to reform 
practice, but to subject theory to conditions of practice and examine practical action in a concrete 
situation so that theory and practice develop interactively” (p. 36).  Practitioner inquiry can be 
traced back to Dewey, who called teachers’ contributions to the field of education an “unworked 
mine.”  Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993) suggest that “Research by teachers represents a 
distinctive way of knowing about teaching and learning that will alter – not just add to- what we 
know in the field” (p. 85).   
As Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2004) suggest, practitioner inquiry raises issues about 
knowledge: what can we know about teaching and learning? How can it be known?  Whose 
knowledge counts?  With a unique relationship between the researcher and the research, 
practitioner inquiry offers the field of educational research another lens through which to view 
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teaching and learning, and another base of knowledge to contribute to what we already know.  In 
sum, practitioner research brings new knowledge to the field (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993).  
[A] different theory of knowledge would not simply add new knowers to the same 
knowledge base but would redefine the notion of knowledge for teaching and alter the 
locus of the knowledge base and the practitioner’s stance in relation to knowledge 
generation in the field. (p. 62)   
As a teacher researcher, my positionality afforded me access to “skill-knowledge” and 
“contextual knowledge” (Carr & Kemmis, 1986) of the classroom and students that enhanced my 
understanding of my research questions and helped generate new knowledge that would not be 
available to an outsider.  For example, I was privy to the culture of the school, the larger 
experience of my students in the school, and some aspects of the students’ out-of-school lives.  
My analysis of the data collected occurred within the context of this knowledge giving me an 
emic perspective that an etic research lens could not provide.  Moreover, my research informed 
my practice throughout this study in a way that someone else’s research would not have.  
Particularly salient in this process was my teacher journal.  Here, on-going reflection of my 
practice and my data collection served to inform future practice as new lessons and ideas about 
my work surfaced in my writing. 
 My research questions emerged from both my work as a practitioner and my formal 
studies of theory.  To address those questions, teacher research was the most appropriate 
methodology, not just because I chose to conduct the study in my own classroom, but because I 
wanted to interrogate the reciprocal relationship of the theoretical and the practical which is why 
I chose to conduct the study in my own classroom.  Within this process, I situated my practice 
within the larger discourse around literacy, culture and schooling, thereby “working the 
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dialectic” as I generated knowledge-of-practice (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2004).  Cochran-Smith 
and Lytle describe “working the dialectic” as the active engagement with the “reciprocal, 
recursive, and symbiotic relationships of research and practice” (p. 635).  Unlike the 
“knowledge-for-practice” that traditional research generates, or the “knowledge-in-practice” that 
defines teachers’ practical pedagogical knowledge, working the dialectic generates “knowledge-
of-practice” that is relevant to the local setting and can also be situated back in the theoretical 
domain (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2004).   
The emphasis here is on blurring the boundaries of research and practice and on 
conceptualizing practice as a critical and theory-building process.  The larger goal is to 
create classrooms, schools, and professional programs where rich learning opportunities 
increase students’ life chances as well as to alter the cultures of teaching by altering the 
relations of power in schools and universities. (p. 615) 
Knowledge generated by a teacher researcher is uniquely positioned to have immediate 
consequences for local practice without getting lost in the traditional research-to-practice 
translation.  Moreover, it has the potential to be useful beyond the local context and contribute to 
the larger knowledge-base in the field (see for example Ballenger, 1999; Fecho, 2004; Gallas, 
1998). 
Despite a growing body of research that has contributed to the field, practitioner inquiry 
continues to meet with its share of criticism.  One of the critiques relates to taking on the dual 
role of teacher and researcher.  Hammack (1997) suggests that these roles have competing 
agendas, raising ethical issues in practitioner inquiry.  As researchers, he argues, teachers may 
put their research ahead of the needs of their students.  To do so, would be to engage in unethical 
behavior, an example of the exception rather than the rule for teachers and researchers alike.  
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Instead of viewing this dual-position as a drawback, many practitioner researchers emphasize the 
positive effects of an “inquiry stance” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, 2009) in the classroom.  
For example, Van Horn (2001) describes her roles as teacher and researcher as “symbiotic.”  She 
notes that these roles 
define a mutually beneficial or cooperative relationship in which decisions, actions and 
reflections about one role directly effect the other.  For instance, as I participate in the 
learning myself, and as I observe the students and later reflect upon what has occurred 
and what has not, I have the opportunity to alter my teaching in order to alter the learning 
experience.  These alterations are a direct reflection of what I have observed as well as 
what I have experienced. (p. 224) 
While taking on this dual role, I found myself more attentive to my craft, my curriculum and my 
students’ responses to it, as I was simultaneously documenting and reflecting on the students, the 
curriculum, the classroom context and my overall practice.   
Another critique of practitioner inquiry is its “‘all-under-one-big-tent’ phenomenon” 
(Huberman, 1996, p. 124).  The argument behind this critique is that the field includes a vast 
body of research spanning across methodologies with little or no connection to one another.  
While it is true that practitioner inquiry has a “protean shape” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2004), 
this dissertation is informed by a tradition of teacher research rooted in critical social sciences 
(Carr & Kemmis, 1986) aimed to generate knowledge-of-practice (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 
2004).  As a methodological approach, this body of practitioner research repositions teachers 
from subjects and consumers of research to producers of knowledge, challenging what can be 
known and who constructs knowledge.  From an inquiry stance, teachers can construct 
“Knowledge” (with a capital K) making problematic the relationship between the knower and the 
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known (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993).  Within this paradigm, “practice” is regarded as both 
“practical and theoretical” work (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2004), as in Freire’s (1970) concept of 
“praxis.”  This paradigm emphasizes blurred boundaries between research and practice while 
positioning teachers and their students as agents for change.  
Significant studies in practitioner inquiry show an intersection of critical theory and 
literacy including the work of Fecho (2004), Gallas (2003), Ballenger (1999), and Van Horn 
(2001).  The work of these practitioner-researchers has contributed to what we know and 
understand about language and culture in schools.  Ballenger (1999) noted the intersection 
between the intellectual and the social as students engaged in her curriculum while 
simultaneously creating their “shadow curriculum.”  Of interest here is not only how students 
bring their worlds into the school curriculum, but, further, how students bring the school 
curriculum into their worlds.  She asked: how do you show your students that their backgrounds 
are “fully relevant to academic concerns”? (p. 10).  Ballenger’s work adds to the scholarship of 
literacy and schooling in the tradition of Heath (1983), Lee (2007), and Morrell (2002).  In 
addition to her contributions to literacy studies, Van Horn’s work also contributes to the field of 
critical ethnography.  Her careful study of power and discourse in a middle school literature 
discussion illustrates how a teacher researcher can simultaneously instruct and collect data.  The 
inquiry process allowed her to revisit the data as a researcher and with the participants in her 
class.  As she notes, this enabled her to generate knowledge about what was happening in her 
class in relation to power and discussions, but also enhanced her teaching practice.  Collectively 
and independently, these studies illustrate the significant contributions made by practitioners to 
the fields of literacy and critical qualitative research. 
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Critical Discourse Analysis 
Critical discourse analysis (CDA), also grounded in a tradition of critical qualitative 
research (Rogers, 2004a), is a multidisciplinary approach to analyzing discourse employed 
across a variety of disciplines including linguistics, education, anthropology, and political and 
social sciences.  Simply put, it is an analysis of the relationship between linguistic structures and 
social structures (Rogers, 2004a).  Emerging from the practice of discourse analysis, in which 
language situations are deconstructed for tacit meaning, CDA looks one step further to expose 
social issues embedded in the discourse and specifically, the relationship between dominance 
and discourse (van Dijk, 1993).  
Both a theory and a method, CDA identifies relationships between form and function in 
communication (Rogers, 2004a).  Combining a linguistic theory of grammatical and textual 
analysis with sociopolitical and critical theories of society, critical discourse analysis is about 
studying power relations and explicitly exposing unjust relations.  According to Gee (2004),  
Critical discourse analysis argues that language in use is always part and parcel of, and 
partially constitutive of, specific social practices, and that social practices always have 
implications for inherently political things like status, solidarity, distribution of social 
goods, and power. (p. 33)  
A critical perspective of discourse aims to recognize the political relationships and understand 
the ways such relationships are reproduced.  An imbalance in any relationship is the result of 
power held by some of the participants in a discourse.  In practice, this might look like trying to 
change the mind of others in one’s own interests through persuasion and manipulation.  Such 
managing of others’ minds may occur in everyday text and talk to make the reproduction of 
dominance appear both natural and acceptable (van Dijk, 1993).  These uneven power structures 
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play out in local discursive contexts, but they are also embedded in institutions and larger social 
discourses, as van Dijk suggests: 
Power and dominance are usually organized and institutionalized.  The social dominance 
of groups is thus not merely enacted, individually, by its group members, as is the case in 
many forms of everyday racism or sexual harassment.  It may also be supported or 
condoned by other group members, sanctioned by the courts, legitimated by laws, 
enforced by the police, and ideologically sustained and reproduce by the media or 
textbooks. (p. 255) 
Language is a vehicle for such power and dominance, but it is the social world that creates and 
nurtures the roles of power and dominance within institutions. Not occurring within a vacuum, 
language use both reflects and constructs the social world (Rogers, 2004a).  It is through the 
critical lens on language and positioning that analysts expose the power and dominance reflected 
and constructed in the social world.  
The goal of CDA is to address social issues and the relationship between dominance and 
discourse (van Dijk, 1993) via analysis of texts.  Rogers (2003) argues that the role of the analyst 
is to “figure out all of the possibilities between texts, ways of representing, and ways of being, 
and to look for and discover the relationship between texts and ways of being and why certain 
people take up certain positions vis-à-vis situated uses of language” (p. 8).  CDA has proven to 
be a useful tool in educational research to uncover the web of relationships among individuals, 
their identities and their schools. For example, Young (2004) employed critical discourse 
analysis in a year-long case study of an adolescent Hispanic male named Chavo to see how the 
cultural models of Chavo, his mother and his teacher intersected and impacted his relationship to 
school literacies.  Young was interested in understanding what it was like for a boy in a literacy 
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classroom, how Chavo’s ideas of masculinity shaped his participation in school, and, in turn, 
how school literacy practices shaped his ideas of what it meant to be male in the literacy 
classroom. Citing four different analytical tools to guide her study, Young first identified the 
various Discourses, as defined by Gee (1999), that Chavo, his mother and teacher were members 
of.  She then looked at social language, such as what language Chavo would use during her 
interviews compared to how he spoke with his friends, and asked questions to understand the 
situated meanings given to language in various contexts.  Finally, she used cultural models as an 
analytical tool.  Gee (1999) defines cultural models as the theories or storylines that individuals 
and groups connect to discourse.  Cultural models are not just words with clear definitions, but 
rather they are ideas that fit into social and cultural assumptions and create conceptual 
connotations about words.  
What Young gathered from her analysis was that neither Chavo’s mother nor his teacher 
seemed to understand how Chavo’s idea of what it meant to be male impacted his idea of what it 
meant to be a literacy student.  Specifically, that in order for Chavo to fulfill his cultural model 
of masculinity, he had to abandon his roll as a strong humanities student, for the two cultural 
models could not coexist for Chavo.  Thus, Young demonstrated the usefulness of CDA in 
understanding the relationships among different agents in an adolescent’s education and how 
each impacted the other.   
In a comparatively different application of critical discourse analysis, Lewis and Ketter 
(2004) conducted a four-year longitudinal study of participants in a multicultural book group.  
The group was made up of teachers and researchers with the intention of discussing how to use 
multicultural literature in the classroom and to understand participants’ assumptions about race, 
identity and multicultural education.  The researchers looked at how participation in the book 
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group disrupted or sustained participants’ fixed discourses, using Luke’s (2000) definition of 
discourses as the patterned themes, statements and ideologies that surfaced in discussion.  They 
found discrepancies in how the teachers understood inequity in the novels versus how the 
researchers understood it and attributed these discrepancies to participation in different 
communities of practice that maintained different views on racism and poverty.  The intersection 
of these diverse discourses within the book group incited tensions that sometimes resulted in 
shifting identities that Lewis and Ketter cited as evidence of learning.  They suggest, “Fixed 
practices are most likely to be interrupted when more dialogic conversations occur” (p. 132).  
This study is significant because many teachers and students approach academic literacy as a 
fixed practice.  Lewis and Ketter illustrate how dialogic tensions in a community of practice can 
yield meaningful learning opportunities.   
Critical discourse analysis makes available a variety of inquiry tools for analysts.  The 
studies above illustrate this point. Young (2004) employed four tools in her reading of semi-
structured interviews that included: Discourse (Gee, 1990), social language, situated meanings 
and cultural models (Gee, 1999).  Her methodology allowed her to understand the complexities 
of a young man’s identity as it related to schooling, literacy and masculinity. Employing a 
slightly different set of tools, Lewis and Ketter (2004) developed inquiry questions bridging 
Fairclough’s orders of discourse, made up of genre, discourse and style (Chouliaraki & 
Fairclough, 1999), and Luke’s (2000) concept of discourse.  The merging of these analytical 
tools was appropriate for their questions about how individuals interacting within a community 
of practice.  Moreover, it fit their interest in understanding how participation in the genre (a book 
club) changed over time.  
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CDA may vary in its applications, but underlying these different applications is the 
intersection of critical theory, discursive relationships and systematic analysis.  CDA researchers 
are concerned with a critical theory of the social world (critical), understanding how language 
use shapes and is shaped by the social world (discourse), and a methodology (analysis) that 
describes, interprets and explains these relationships (Fairclough, 1992; Rogers, 2004a, 2004b).  
 
Bridging Methodologies 
My research question essentially asks, what happens when I disrupt the “fixed” Discourse 
(Gee, 1990, 1999) of schooling in an effort to challenge existing structures of power within local, 
institutional and societal domains.  CDA provided a useful methodology for several reasons. 
First, it helped me to understand the role of power in my classroom: who had it, who did not, 
how it was attained and how it was lost.  Second, it allowed me to conduct a micro-analysis of 
language use in the classroom that enabled me to carefully deconstruct who said what to whom, 
how it was said, how it might have been heard, and how it positioned individuals and groups.  
Finally, my use of CDA helped me situate my analysis across local, institutional and societal 
domains to unpack the complexities of language and literacies in my classroom and how these 
literacy events reflected and reproduced or challenged larger narratives.  These three branches of 
my inquiry speak to the critical, discourse, and analysis tenets that make up CDA.  Through a 
critical lens, I aimed to understand which “ways with words” carried power in the classroom, 
which did not and how power was distributed.  Using Gee’s big “D” Discourse, I attended to 
more than just the language bits, and instead tried to understand how language use in 
combination with ways of representing, valuing, acting, etc., situated participants in particular 
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ways. Choularkari & Fairclough’s (1999) orders of discourse were particularly useful to achieve 
this goal. 
Fairclough (2004) describes an order of discourse as “a network of social practices in its 
language aspect” (p. 227).  He posits that social events and social practices articulate social 
elements.  The orders of discourses are the intermediate organizational entities between social 
structures and social events.  In using the orders of discourse as an analytical tool, I hoped to 
understand abstract social structures as they manifested in concrete social events in the 
classroom.  Orders of discourse include genre, discourse, and style, or ways of interacting, ways 
of representing, and ways of being, respectively.  With this framework in mind, I asked questions 
at the level of genre, discourse and style to describe language use in the classroom.  I then 
situated those findings in the local, institutional and societal domains to interpret and explain 
(Fairclough, 1992). 
Both CDA and practitioner inquiry engage in working the dialectic.  Moreover, both are 
grounded in critical theory and a research agenda that promotes social equity.  As a practicing 
teacher, my interests lie in learning and equity: who has access to learning?  How is it achieved?  
When and why is not achieved?  How do I know?  Bridging practitioner inquiry with critical 
discourse analysis proved a useful research design to understand learning and equity in my 
literacy classroom.  In keeping with a sociocultural paradigm, I view learning as a social 
phenomenon.  Wenger’s (1998) theory on learning as social participation includes placing 
learning in the context of lived experiences and participation in the world and “being active 
participants in the practices of social communities and constructing identities in relation to these 
communities” (4).  Using CDA to uncover the various Discourses students took up enabled me to 
deepen my understanding of the interrelationships of students’ learning and identities.  Lave and 
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Wenger (1991) purport that learning “concerns the process by which newcomers become part of 
a community of practice.  A person’s intentions to learn are engaged and the meaning of learning 
is configured through the process of becoming a full participant in a sociocultural practice” (p. 
29).  In this study, my class constituted a community of practice.   
At the heart of my teaching are always the questions: whose classroom is this?  Whose 
learning is this?  As I conducted this study, I looked for evidence of students moving from 
peripheral participation, typical of newcomers or novices to a setting, to core participation, where 
a participant is more central to the community (Wenger, 1998).  “Peripheral participation is 
about being located in the social world.  Changing locations and perspectives are part of actors’ 
learning trajectories, developing identities, and forms of membership” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 
36).  Learning involves cognitive movement.  Critical discourse analysis allowed me to trace 
movement as I delineated students’ changing perspectives across discursive contexts.  
Furthermore, it enabled me to identify participation in classroom practice – which students 
engaged and which did not, when did they engage, in what ways they engaged and when they did 
not.   
Bridging these methodologies allowed me to situate this study in the field of teacher 
research as well as linguistic studies.  There appear to be no examples of practitioner inquiry that 
employ CDA as a methodological tool.  This study breaks new ground in that regard. 
Participants and Site 
Like many teacher researchers, I had specific reasons for wanting to do this work within 
my own classroom.  Foremost, I wanted to conduct a study situated in classroom life.  This initial 
decision left me with a choice of either my own classroom or another teacher’s classroom as a 
social site.  My apprehension about studying another teacher’s practice was grounded in a few 
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concerns.  First, I feel that educational research is replete with teacher-critique, especially in 
urban settings.  Many studies report “worst-practices” and/or the ill-effects of teachers’ actions 
on their students.  I was not interested in highlighting what is not working in schools.  Instead, I 
hoped to have a more promising and productive study grounded in praxis.  Second, this study 
made use of my “contextual knowledge” (Carr & Kemmis, 1986) as a white literacy instructor 
working for over twelve years with students whose linguistic backgrounds differed from my 
own.  Finally, as I wanted to examine deliberate attempts to draw on the languages and literacies 
of my students, I could not expect another teacher to take on my agenda.  For this, I felt that I 
needed control of the curriculum and instructional practices taking place in the classroom.  
Additionally, I wanted to engage in the recursive and reciprocal relationship of practice and 
theory that practitioner inquiry afforded.  I intended this study to be emancipatory not only for 
my students, but also for myself as a teacher who is resisting “best-practices” as handed down 
from others, and instead working “bottom up” toward curriculum reform (Zeichner & Noffke, 
2001).  Taking on the dual role of teacher and researcher allowed me complete access to 
curricula and instructional decisions.   
The research site for this project was one of my ninth grade Foundations of Literacy 
classes at “Fairview High School,” a small high school located in a large urban area in the 
northeast region of the United States.  In 2008-09 the student population at Fairview High School 
was 46% Black, 36% Latino, 15% White, and 2.8% Asian and 0.3% Native American.  Roughly 
77% of the students were eligible for free or reduced lunch.  Thirteen percent had Individualized 
Education Plans (IEP) and 29% spoke languages other than English at home.  While the students 
at this school out-performed their in-district peers on the state’s English and math assessment 
system, they were out-performed on the state level.   
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This public school is affiliated with several local and national reform-based 
organizations, and is committed to educational philosophies that call for student-centered 
instruction, depth over breadth in curriculum and small student to teacher ratios.  Teachers at 
Fairview are responsible not only for their content area, but each also serves as an Advisor to a 
group of students within his or her “house.”  There are three houses at Fairview: “Gamma,” 
“Phi” and “Delta.”  Each student and teacher is a member of one of the three houses.  Students 
travel in cohorts organized by house and grade level, i.e. Gamma 9, Delta 10 and stay with the 
same students and most teachers until their senior year.  
Fairview runs on a block schedule.  Students take five to six classes in a given semester: 
Humanities, Math, Science, Advisory, and an elective.  While the school uses the term elective, 
there is no course selection.  For ninth graders the elective block includes Foundations of 
Literacy and physical education; tenth graders take Foundations of Literacy in the first semester, 
Spanish in the second semester, and physical education the whole year; eleventh graders split the 
year between Spanish and Ventures (an entrepreneur class) and twelfth grade students take only 
Ventures (which includes a six-week internship for seniors).  In the 2008-09 academic year, the 
course description for Foundations of Literacy was as follows: 
Foundations of Literacy is a reading and writing workshop that applies a critical literacy 
lens on reading the word and the world (Freire & Macedo, 1987).  In Foundations, we 
learn to employ a variety of strategies used by proficient readers to improve reading 
comprehension.  We practice metacognition, the act of thinking about our thinking, so we 
can monitor our understanding of difficult texts.  We respond to texts in a variety of 
ways, including writing/rewriting, talking, drawing, and acting.  We recognize that we 
engage in literacy practices in our everyday lives, and we draw from these practices to 
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develop academic literacies.  As we study texts, we learn to read like writers, paying 
attention to the writer’s craft and applying techniques to our own work. Understanding 
writing as a process, we often refine and revise our writing pieces.  Grammar, mechanics 
and usage are taught as needed to improve our fluency with academic language.  Finally, 
as we hone our literacy skills, we consider how texts shape our identity, and we rewrite 
those texts to mirror who we want to be in this world. 
(For the entire syllabus, see Appendix A.)   
For the purposes of this study, I focused on a single section of a ninth grade Foundations 
of Literacy class.  I refer to this class as Delta 9, Delta being the pseudonym for the house and 9 
representing the grade level.  From September of 2008 until June of 2009, Delta 9 was comprised 
of twenty-one students ranging in age from fourteen to eighteen.  Eleven of these students 
identified as Latino, with one of these students identifying specifically as mixed Latino and 
European American, nine students identified as African American (with two of these students 
having emigrated from African countries, one student identifying as Cape Verdean, and one 
student identifying as Afro-Caribbean), and one student identified as European American.  Ten 
of the eleven Latino students spoke Spanish as well as English.  One of the African American 
students spoke Somali in addition to English.  The student from Liberia reported that he spoke 
“broken English” which I took to be a dialect from his native country.  At the request of his 
guardians, one class member did not participate in the study, leaving the total number of student 
participants at twenty.  The complete list of participating students and a brief profile of each is 
available in Appendix C. 
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Data collection 
Data collection for this project took place throughout the 2008-09 academic year.  This 
extended period of time allowed for a complete picture of the classroom life over time, resulting 
in a saturation of the data.  Throughout the year, I collected and recorded texts that related to my 
research question.  I audio-recorded literacy events in the classroom.  I collected assignments and 
student work that showed the range of literacy practices.  Additional data sources included select 
interviews, out-of-school observations, and a journal that I kept throughout the year.  The multi-
methods nature of this study allowed for triangulation of the data.  Details on these methods are 
described below and laid out more concisely in Table 1.   
Observations: Classroom observations were an important step in establishing a dense record of 
the literacy events in the classroom.  Since I was a participant observer in the classroom, I 
created this record via audiotape and a journal.  In these observations, I sought to document 
literacy events as they played out in the academic space.  Some observations also took place 
outside the classroom, in the school and local communities.  
Documents: Throughout the academic year, a variety of documents were collected and analyzed 
as part of this study.  Documents included school-based assignments, student work and students’ 
self-sanctioned texts. 
Journal: As a research tool, a journal can document the classroom as wells as personal 
reflections.  Encouraging a reflective stance, journals provide “a rich source of data on the daily 
life in the classroom” (Anderson, Herr & Nihlen, 1994, p.154).  For this project, I used a journal 
to document classroom and school events as well as engage in reflective sentiments.  I also used 
my journal as a place to document discussions with students, parents, administrators, and 
colleagues.  While I wrote in my journal often and as needed, I also set aside time each week 
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throughout the school year to record my thoughts, experiences, observations and insights in my 
journal.  
Table 1. Data Collection 
 
Data Source Participants Frequency/Timeline Totals 
Audio-recordings of 
literacy events in the 
classroom 
Whole class, small 
groups, teacher 
and teaching 
intern 
Routinely throughout 
the year  
 
24 transcripts 
Teacher-created 
assignments 
Teacher Regularly throughout 
the year 
All assignments used 
throughout the year 
Student work 20 students Regularly throughout 
the year 
 
Select student work 
produced throughout 
the year, including 
end of the year 
portfolios 
Written student 
reflections 
20 students At the end of four 
different units and once 
at the end of the year 
100 
Unstructured 
interviews/discussions 
with individual students 
4 students Once at the end of the 
year 
4 
Teacher journal Teacher Routinely throughout 
the year  
 
50 entries 
 
Data Analysis 
For the purposes of this study, the units of analysis were literacy events, which I defined 
as occasions when one or more people engaged in reading, writing or speaking as it related to a 
text.  I employed a broad definition of text that included linguistic, visual, audio, spatial, gestural 
or multimodal representations (New London Group, 1996).  What follows is a rough outline of 
my research methodology that included: collecting a primary record of literacy events in the 
classroom, reflecting on literacy events throughout the collection process, engaging in initial 
readings of the data to identify patterns, conducting a linguistic analysis of salient events, 
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juxtaposing initial analyses against other data, identifying and clarifying themes in the data, and 
situating findings in existing research.   
Throughout the academic year, I collected a primary record of literacy events using the 
data sources outlined above.  To create the primary record, I audio-recorded classroom 
discussions and documented other activities through my journal.  Additionally, I collected 
samples of assignments, student work and other artifacts that seemed relevant to my research 
question.  As data collection took place throughout the year, I continued to engage in reflection 
and low-level analysis as means of informing further data collection and informing my teaching 
practice.  This process reflected the recursive relationship of instruction and assessment, and the 
iterative cycle of action research that calls on researchers to plan, act, observe, reflect (Herr & 
Anderson, 2005).   
Having collected a significant amount of data, I had to make sense of it all.  To begin 
with, I carefully read through all the transcripts and journal entries while simultaneously memo-
writing to record my first impressions from the data (Charmaz, 1995).  I noted tentative themes 
and patterns, and identified salient transcripts that resonated with those themes and patterns.  I 
then conducted a critical discourse analysis (CDA) on the selected transcripts.  The purpose of 
this was to engage in a deep linguistic analysis of the literacy events in the classroom and 
unearth how those events related to student identities, positioning and learning.  To conduct the 
CDA, I broke each transcript into episodes that made up a segment of a literacy event and titled 
each episode using a phrase or clause from the segment that captured its essence.  I then divided 
each episode by clause and conducted a line-by-line analysis of genre, discourse and style.  I 
marked genre in bold, discourse with an underline and style in italics.  I further bracketed notes, 
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and recorded my thoughts following each episode.  To identify genre, discourse and style, I drew 
upon prior studies (Rogers, 2003; Lewis & Ketter, 2004) to develop the following questions: 
1. What are the ways of interacting that comprise this event? Here, I considered 
information focus, topic control, turn taking, interruption, politeness, and citing 
evidence. 
2. What cultural models are employed to produce, consume and distribute the text?  How do 
individuals position themselves? How do others receive those positions?  What are the 
intended messages?  How are larger narratives or Discourses represented/drawn upon? 
3. How does language work with genre and discourse to create and sustain subject 
positions (Rogers, 2003)?  What types of statements are made (i.e., action, state of being, 
affective, cognitive)?  Here, I considered pronoun use, passive/active voice, modality, 
qualifiers, and intensifiers.   
Within the transcripts, I indicated evidence of genre, discourse, and style using bold, underlined 
and italicized text, respectively.  A given text may represent one, two or all three orders of 
discourse.  Following some of the clauses, I inserted notes in brackets.  These notes related to my 
analysis questions.  At the end of each episode, I recorded my observations and more analysis as 
it related to my questions.  I also connected to other research as it came to me.  When I could not 
make out who was speaking, I noted the speaker either by gender using M or F or simply as 
student, identified using S.  I used a dash – to indicate a pause or interruption in the speech. 
The text below illustrates a sample CDA analysis.  I changed the font style to indicate 
clearly where it begins and ends.  Analysis of this entire episode can be found in Appendix D.  
Episode 1: “One set way of talking” 
1  RH: All right, come on.   
2  Okay, so I want to start. [TEACHER DIRECTED] 
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3  So let’s talk about this for a minute. [PRONOUN USE: “US”] 
4  F:  All right. 
5  RH: Let’s talk about this for a minute.   
6  So first of all, do you understand what you read,  
7  pretty much? 
8  ALL:  Yeah. 
9  RH: So she talks in a different  
10  a dialect, [I CORRECT MY USE OF “DIFFERENT” AND CHANGE TO DIALECT] 
11  and what makes one of those translations standard English and one not? 
12  Jaslyn:  Well, the way that mines was different from hers is  
13  that I didn’t use contractions. [RULES OF SCHOOL ENGLISH] 
14  RH: Okay, so you didn’t use contractions. [REPETITION] 
15  What else? 
16  Candice:  I like just made it more simple,  
17  like more understandable for  
18  like regular talk. [REGULAR = HOW SHE TALKS = MORE UNDERSTANDABLE] 
19  RH: Okay, what do you mean by that? 
20  Santiago: Standard [STANDARD = REGULAR] 
21  Candice:  Just not saying like I went to the picture,  
22  I went to the show.   
23  I just put I went to the movies.   
24  RH: Okay, so in terms of - you changed the language  
25  so it was more current language use? 
26  Candice:  Yeah. 
27  RH: Because they used to say picture show.  So now we say movies, right? [“WE” TALK THE 
Hennessy   
    
71 
SAME WAY] 
28  F:  Yeah. [AGREEMENT]   
29  Aalyiah:  Some of my sentences were fragments  
30  so I changed them into like whole sentences with a subject and verb.  [DISCOURSE OF SCHOOL 
ENGLISH] 
31  RH: Okay, so you made them complete sentences. Sanida 
32  Sanida:  Oh, no.  I [inaudible] 
33  RH: Okay, but let’s, a couple of more things;  
34  what else would you change?  Mirabelle? 
35  Mirabelle:  Cause she sometimes was improper she be like I be? [DISCOURSE OF IMPROPER 
ENGLISH: MIRABELLE USES THE SAME FORM OF THE VERB] 
36  RH: Okay, so you changed the verb to be the verb? 
37  Mirabelle:  Yeah.  
Observations and Analysis: 
1) Genre is a teacher-led discussion in which the teacher controls the topic and who talks; ways 
of interacting are marked by “one person at a time” with moments of “multiparty talk.” 
2) Students demonstrate their understanding of “school English” when they talk about their 
translations of the text to include the eradication of contractions and the use of complete 
sentences that have subjects and verbs.  This is consistent discourse about schooling at the 
local, institutional and societal levels. 
3) Mirabelle describes the character’s use of the “to be” verb as “improper” but uses the same 
subject-verb construction in her own speech.  Does she consider her own speech improper?  
This is an example of conflicting subjectivities.  It relates to what Rogers (2003) says about 
how June and Vicky Treader buy into the Discourse of schooling and how it in turn hurts them 
because the “Treaders come to see themselves through the eyes of the institution” (p. 145).  
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Unfortunately, I do not get to this when I later bring up how students apologize for how they 
talk. 
	  
Having generated initial findings from the analysis of my transcripts, I then juxtaposed these 
against the data in my teacher journal, student interviews, the curriculum and student work to 
refine my analysis and findings.  In a last analytical step, the findings in the data were read in 
relation to prior studies and my theoretical framework.  The data and my analysis then led to 
more research and refinement of my theoretical framework.  For example, the patterns of 
interacting in this study led to more research on dialogic instruction.  Particularly helpful was the 
work of Nystrand (1997) and Nystrand and Gamoran (1991).  These studies provided me with 
the language to better understand and accurately label what I saw in the data.    
This was an effective methodology to address many of my questions because it called for 
a careful and systematic reading of the data to understand the networks of discourse as they 
played out in classroom literacy events.  I describe in detail the results of this analysis in chapters 
four, five and six.  
In a parallel analytical process, I read my teacher journal carefully to identify patterns 
and themes that surfaced from my stance as a practitioner (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  I then 
juxtaposed these patterns and themes against my findings from the CDA.  This final step in my 
data analysis enabled me to deepen my understanding of my research questions, make sense of 
how this work influenced my practice, and shape my forward thinking about the implications of 
this work as it related to my practice, my school and the field at large.  This analysis and the 
related findings are laid out in chapter seven.  
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Positionality and Limitations 
Located in the borderlands between my school community and the research community, I 
was both insider and outsider, or more often, an “outsider within” (Collins, 1990).  Within my 
site of practice, I was an insider in many ways.  Having worked at the school for over a decade 
granted me knowledge of the history and the workings of the school.  In my role as Literacy 
Coordinator, I was insider to many classrooms, content team meetings, and administrative 
conversations that others were not privy to.  Despite my work as a researcher, I remained very 
much an insider in relation to the culture of the school.  Where I sometimes felt as an outsider 
was in relation to my students and their families. 
I am a white woman raised in working-class and middle-class families.  I only speak 
majority-standard English fluently.  I work with a large population of students of color, most of 
whose linguistic backgrounds differ from mine.  In my position as teacher, I sought to teach 
academic literacies, to help students develop their skills as readers, writers, thinkers, listeners 
and speakers in academic discourse, as well as in their social, vocational, and civic lives.  As a 
researcher, my goal was to study this process.  That my own primary discourse differed from 
those of my students positioned me as an outsider to their home lives and to their school 
experiences.  This position posed challenges to me both as teacher and as researcher.  I had to 
keep asking: was I not seeing something in my students’ reading, writing, listening or speaking?  
I had to remind myself to look more carefully, to see them better (Shakespear, 1999). 
One concern with this study relates to how my work is embedded in the “grammar of 
schooling” (Tyack & Tobin, 1994).  My position as teacher and the curriculum were especially 
locked into the deep grammar of school.  Conducting this study as a practitioner set some limits 
on my ability to explore issues of power, as I could never completely step outside the narrative of 
Hennessy   
    
74 
schooling and all that implies about teachers and power.  It was particularly difficult if not 
impossible to relinquish power in my practice as I was responsible for the intellectual, physical 
and emotional well-being of these twenty-one students when they were in my classroom.  I do 
not pretend that it was a democracy or that I relinquished control over curriculum and 
instructional decisions.  Even creating space for students to have the majority of talk time was a 
decision that only I had the power to make.  I see no way to avoid this and work within the 
current structure of schooling; however, I do believe it is important to acknowledge. 
While this work is intended to contribute to the story of literacy in the lives of urban 
adolescents, it by no means intends to tell the whole story.  I see this project as a snapshot of the 
larger narrative, as it unfolded in my classroom with my students and from my perspective, 
recognizing that others might have seen the same picture differently.  In the end, this research 
has definitely impacted my practice.  I further hope that it will add to the dialogue that informs 
intellectual, engaging, and respectful teaching and learning for adolescents in urban public 
schools.   
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Chapter Four  
A Hybrid Learning Space 
 
In this project I documented the learning potential in a new literacies classroom 
characterized by dialogic, multiliteracies and critical literacy pedagogies.  As a teacher 
researcher, I was interested in deepening my understanding of language and literacy practices in 
my classroom, how those practices positioned students as learners, and how that understanding 
might be recycled back to generate new knowledge of my practice as a teacher and a researcher.  
To that end, I employed critical discourse analysis to answer the following research questions 
that relate to the ways of interacting, ways of knowing and ways of being in the academic space:  
1. How did a diverse body of students interact with others (including their white teacher, 
canonical authors, popular culture texts, and peers from different cultural and linguistic 
backgrounds) across languages and texts? 
2. How did students’ situated identities and cultural models shape their understanding of 
texts, and vice versa, how did texts and text-based transactions shape students’ cultural 
models and situated identities (Gee, 1999)? 
3. Where were Discourses in alignment and in conflict with locally, institutionally and 
societally-valued Discourses (Gee, 1990, 1999)? 
4. How was language used to create and sustain subject positions?  
5. How did my instructional practice and this community of practice invite and constrain 
opportunities to learn? 
Having deconstructed language in action, I reconstructed findings based on patterns in the data, 
then considered how this might inform my work as a practitioner to generate new knowledge-of-
practice (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2004). 
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Overall, the data in this study illustrated a move away from a monologic classroom space, 
dominated by traditional teacher-centered and initiation-response-evaluation (IRE) discourse 
(Cazden, 1988; Mehan, 1979).  Instead, it marked shifts in ways of interacting, ways of 
representing and ways of being that reconfigured my classroom space as a multilingual, 
multiliteracy and critical literacy site made up of hybrid literacy events.  The data presented in 
this chapter indicate that this classroom context provided a space in which the construct of who 
and what counts as “smart” was broadened.  Analysis of the ways of interacting within this 
classroom discourse shows how students participated in, and at times directed their learning, 
thereby moving from peripheral to core membership within this community of practice (Lave & 
Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998).  Within the context of a broadened academic discursive space the 
students challenged fixed Discourses (Lewis & Ketter, 2004) that dictated norms about 
individuals and groups, and concomitantly authored hybrid Discourses.  Drawing on a broad 
range of texts and contexts in the classroom also allowed for shifts in power and situated 
identities, as the positionings of “experts” and “novices” were fluid.  The creation of a broadened 
discursive academic space mattered in the lives of my students who may have learned through 
the dominant narrative that school was not for them because they may not have looked, dressed, 
spoke or acted in ways that signified participation in school.  Within this academic context, the 
students challenged that narrative. 
This chapter provides a linguistic analysis of the genre, discourse and style (Chouliaraki 
& Fairclough, 1999; Fairclough, 2004) in action using each order of discourse as a lens to ask 
respectively: what are the ways of interacting?  What are the ways of representing?  What are the 
ways of being?  While I organized this chapter by genre, discourse and style, I do so knowing 
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that the orders of discourse overlap; however, presenting the data using this framework allowed 
for a discussion of each as they contributed to the overall discursive space of this academic site.  
 
Genre or Ways of Interacting: Mapping Classroom Talk 
Chouliaraki and Fairclough (1999) define genre as language tied to a particular social 
activity.  For the purposes of this study, social activity includes all the literacy events and 
practices that occurred in the classroom.  A literacy event is an observable moment of a literacy 
practice (Fairclough, 2004; Heath, 1982).  As I analyzed the data through the lens of genre, I 
asked: what are the ways of interacting that comprised this event?  This question allowed me to 
discern the interactional patterns that characterized classroom activity.  Through this analytical 
lens, the organizational properties of space, topic control, turn taking, politeness, interruption, 
and citing evidence all unfolded, thereby, allowing me to see the ways in which the properties 
contributed to and detracted from student learning.  This lens lent itself to answer my sub-
question about how a diverse body of students interacted with others across languages and texts.  
As I illustrate in the section below, I found that the ways of interacting in a broadened discursive 
space allowed for a dialogic learning environment that centered on the students, representing a 
shift from the traditional classroom space that is typically dominated by teacher talk (Cazden, 
1988; Nystrand, 1997). More specifically, student-centered talk allowed my students to 
collaborate to create collective arguments and to collectively come to understand texts.   
Collaborative Meaning Making 
Within the classroom space, my students worked together to construct and deconstruct 
texts.  Analysis of the ways of interacting indicated that using classroom talk as an instructional 
tool supported the context for this collaborative process. Collaborative talk, which featured an 
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expanded definition of academic discourse to include standard and non-standard dialects, 
colloquial talk and slang, took place during student-led seminars, teacher-directed discussions, 
and small group activities when students worked together, oftentimes to create an argument 
about a text.  In the episode that follows, I show how students collectively developed their ideas 
to create a MEAL paragraph.  MEAL stands for Main idea, Evidence, Analysis, and Link.  It is 
the school-wide format for constructing cohesive and analytical expository paragraphs.  In this 
lesson, I asked students to create human MEALs: four students at a time were called to stand at 
the front of the room.  Each student represented a different letter (M-E-A-L) and together they 
created an oral paragraph.  In this particular lesson, they answered the question, “What is the 
message of the text?”  The text is a political cartoon that depicts an adolescent white male 
playing a video game while large controllers come out from the television set and are plugged 
into the boy’s head (see Appendix E).  This lesson bridged multiliteracies (New London Group, 
1996) to create a hybrid space (Gutiérrez, Rhymes & Larson, 1995; Barton & Tan, 2009).  Using 
a visual text, students were asked to apply their understanding of observations and inferences, 
newly taught reading strategies.  They then turned their observations and inferences into an 
expository paragraph that included evidence and analysis.  Episode 1 illustrates how students 
collectively created the paragraph. 
Episode 1: “Yo. Leave it be.” 
1. Abel:  Kids are being drained by video games.  
2. Stuart:  The teenager’s eyes are all shady, he’s all slouched up, and he’s bored.  
3. Santiago:  And he has a big nose.   
4. RH:  He’s bored?  Is that evidence?  
5. Jaslyn: That’s an inference. 
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6. Stuart:  No, no. Sorry. He looks bored.  He looks tired.   
7. Leroy: That’s still an inference. 
8. Candice:  He looks tired.  
9. Leroy: That’s an inference. 
10. Stuart:  That’s what I said.  
11. Abel: That’s inference; that’s not evidence. 
12. Ahmed: So what’s the evidence?  
13. Candice:  Looking tired is an observation. 
14. Leroy: No it’s not.  No it’s not.  
15. M:  So what’s the evidence?   
16. M:  Look at the picture.  
17. RH:  His eyes are closed is an observation.  The eyes are half-closed.  He’s slouched 
over.  
18. Stuart:  Yeah, that’s what I said.  
Abel presented the main idea that answered the question, and Stuart followed with evidence.  
Once I challenged Stuart’s evidence, Jaslyn and others chimed in to distinguish between an 
inference and an observation, drawing on an earlier lesson.  In lines 5-16 students argued 
amongst themselves about whether or not Stuart made an inference or an observation.  They used 
academic language such as “inference” and “evidence.”  They directed their responses at one 
another and not at me.  They took on the identity of active students engaged in the lesson and 
academic discourse.  While I let them go for a little while to work out the argument, I ultimately 
stepped in and clarified what makes an observation.  The construction of the MEAL paragraph 
then continued: 
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19. RH: Alright.  Go.  
20. Ahmed:  This is a matter because --  
21. RH:  This is what?  
22. Ahmed:  A matter, like -- 
23. RH:  Okay. 
24. Ahmed: -- a problem.  
25. RH:  Yep.  
26. Ahmed:  This is a problem because kids are being taught violence through video games, 
and then commit it in real life.  
27. Candice:  That doesn’t have to do with the topic.  
28. RH:  Okay, let her, let him...  
29. Ahmed:  Hold on.  Oh, kids are being drained.  
30. RH:  Yes. 
In line 27, Candice stopped Ahmed from continuing with his analysis, suggesting to him that he 
was not connecting to the main idea, that kids are being drained from video games.  Ahmed then 
recognized this when he said, “Oh” and repeated Abel’s main idea.   He then revised his 
argument. 
31. Ahmed:  Kids are -- kids are playing too much video games, and their mind, they lose 
like some of their brain, their work, what they learned in the past, because the video game 
is draining them, like their competition in the video game. 
32. Jaslyn:  Isn’t that more like a link? 
33. Ahmed:  Oh, my God – Yo.  Leave it be.  
34. Jaslyn:  So then I have nothing to say then, 
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35. Ahmed: huh? 
36. Jaslyn: cause you linked it. 
When Ahmed restated the main idea in his analysis, Jaslyn stopped him because he took away 
what she expected to say.  At this point, Ahmed became frustrated, as evident in line 33.  To 
alleviate Ahmed’s frustration, I stepped in. 
37. RH:  So kids are being drained by video games.  Our evidence is what he looks like. Go 
with your analysis.   
38. Ahmed:  I just said it.  
39. RH:  Say it again.  Don’t take away her – don’t steal her thunder.  
40. Ahmed:  Okay.  Kids are --  What -- augh.  
41. RH:  So what?  Who cares if video games are draining the brains of kids?  Who cares?  
Why does it matter?  
42. Ahmed:  the school cares, because --  
43. M:  Thank you.  
44. Ahmed:  The school cares because the stuff that they taught to kids are being drained by 
the video games.  
45. M: There you go. 
46. Candice: [whispers] They’re going to be tired in school. 
47. Jaslyn:  so tired in school.  
48. [laughter] 
49. RH: Candice. 
50. Candice: Oh sorry. This is – I need to help.  
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51. Jaslyn:  If they don’t do good in school that makes um – that makes the kids look bad 
because of their grades because they’re playing a lot of video games, so they’re not 
paying attention.  They’re not paying attention to the school work, it makes them look 
bad with the school.  
In this last excerpt, Ahmed showed his frustration in line 40, but continued to take up the 
academic discourse and engage in the activity.  Candice stepped in to help, and when challenged 
by me, she argued that she “needs” to help.  The final oral paragraph looked like this: 
M: Kids are being drained by video games. 
E: The teenager’s eyes are all shady. He’s all slouched up. He looks tired. 
A: Kids are -- kids are playing too much video games, and their mind, they lose like some 
of their brain, their work, what they learned in the past, because the video game is 
draining them, like their competition in the video game. The school cares because the 
stuff that they taught to kids are being drained by the video games.  
L: If they don’t do good in school that makes um – that makes the kids look bad because 
of their grades because they’re playing a lot of video games, so they’re not paying 
attention. They’re not paying attention to the school work, it makes them look bad with 
the school.  
While the final paragraph as shown above needed revision to become an effective piece of 
writing, it demonstrated their understanding of the genre of MEAL and their understanding of 
the text and ways to analyze a text.  At this point in the school year, writing MEAL paragraphs 
was new to students.  Working collectively on this text helped them to understand the 
organization of the paragraph and analysis of the text as they worked out their ideas through talk.   
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This literacy event illustrated how talk was effectively used as an instructional tool 
(Nystrand, 1997).  It showed how less formal talk served as a bridge to more formal academic 
discourse in the classroom and allowed my students to participate as legitimate members within 
the community of practice through “joint activity.”  Gutiérrez, Baquendano-López, Alvarez & 
Chiu (1999) define joint activity as “co-participating, co-cognizing, and co-problem-solving 
within linguistically, culturally, and academically heterogeneous groups throughout the course of 
task completion” (p. 87).   Even though students were given set roles to complete this oral 
paragraph, they worked together, sharing linguistic and cognitive resources to complete the task.  
Learning could not be extracted from the social context because it was the social context that 
shaped student learning.   
This activity was a hybrid event, a “juxtaposition, interplay or even convergence of the 
official and unofficial” (Dyson, 2003, p. 22).  This is evident in the intersection of the academic 
question (what is the message of this text?), the academic genre (a MEAL paragraph), a visual 
text (the cartoon), content relevant to many of the students’ lives (video games), and colloquial 
(yo) as well as academic language (evidence, inference).  The coming together of all these 
domains yielded an inviting academic context that did not discriminate against particular ways 
with words.   
 A lesson on figurative language in music offered another example of how students 
constructed an analytical argument through collective talk using out-of-school texts.  In this 
lesson, students were asked to look for figurative language in songs and discuss how the 
figurative language connected to the overall message of the song.  In small groups, students 
chose from four different songs.  In the episode below, one group discusses figurative language 
in Eminem’s “Lose Yourself” (Eminem, Resto & Bass, 2002).   
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Episode 2: “I’ll help you- just like you helped me” 
1. Sanida: Um, “Lose Yourself.” The message of the song was if you have an opportunity -
opportunity to do something, don’t hold back.  And the figurary lang- the figurative 
language he used to enhance the song was imagery.  When he says “his palms are sweaty, 
knees weak, arms are heavy” - oh yeah “there’s vomit on his sweater already mom’s 
spaghetti.”   This helps enhance the poem because you can actually feel and stand in his 
position when he was facing those challenges.  Wait -- but like  
2. Ahmed:  I’ll finish it.  
3. RH:  Okay, someone finish.  
4. Ahmed:  Also another -- well like there’s vomit on his sweater, already mom’s spaghetti -
- that could also be like a metaphor like - like it’s like mom’s spaghetti is on his sweater, 
so it’s like a kid version of him. Like you can see how nervous he is just by - I don’t 
know how to say it, but it’s like another type of - it’s like a metaphor.  
5. RH:  How is it a metaphor?  What two things are being compared if that’s a metaphor? 
6. F:  What was the question? 
7. RH:  If that’s a metaphor, that means two things are being compared.  I don’t hear a 
comparison there.  
8. Ahmed:  Never mind.   
9. RH:  No -- don’t 
10. Ahmed: I forgot.   
In this excerpt, Ahmed suggested that the use of “mom’s spagehetti” showed a “kid version of 
himself.”  When I pushed him to elaborate on the term metaphor, he shut down, but was assisted 
by Anita. 
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11. RH:  Anita, what’s the metaphor? 
12. Anita: I think the metaphor is him and a little kid.  Little kids, they spill -- like when they 
are eating, when they make a mess out of their spaghetti, they just throw stuff on 
themselves.  And little kids, when they get in front of crowds, they become nervous and 
there may be certain things that [INAUDIBLE] in large crowds.  And so he is comparing 
himself to a little kid because that’s how he feels [INAUDIBLE]. 
13. Ahmed:  Great.  
14. RH:  You want to go with that? 
15. Ahmed:  Yeah.  
16. RH:  So then explain how that connects to the message. 
17. Ahmed:  It connects to the message because it’s like -- there’s always going to be 
challenges like facing you when you try to do something.  You are always going to have 
a challenge, but you need to overcome it.  And he’s saying like don’t hold back.  He’s 
saying don’t hold back.  
18. RH:  What does that have to do with being a kid? 
19. Ahmed:  Because like -- never mind yo.   
20. RH:  So how does that connect to the metaphor? 
21. RH:  Okay.  Elika? 
22. Elika:  That part is not talking about - That’s hard - it’s saying that when he threw up 
[INAUDIBLE] 
23. RH:  Okay.  What’s significant about that? 
24. F:  The way he says it.  
25. RH:  Do you want to finish?  Sanida? 
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26. Sanida:  The way he says mom’s spaghetti, he’s like -- you can actually like um because 
mom -- when he’s saying mom, and when you grow up you change the way you call your 
mother.  Like a mom, I think that would kind of be like a little kid, but I don’t think it’s 
[INAUDIBLE] like a little child.  But like I know - what we are talking about? -- don’t 
leave me.  
27. RH:  Did you say don’t leave me? 
28. Sanida:  Yeah.  Because It’s like – 
29. M:  It’s like he hasn’t grown up yet.  
30. F:  Yeah, like you can actually feel like – 
31. Ahmed:  We should have picked “Take a Bow.”  
32. RH:  No you shouldn’t have.  This is excellent.   
In line 19, Ahmed again appeared frustrated and wanted to give up.  It was the assistance of his 
peers that helped him through it.  In the end, he suggested that they should have picked a 
different song, but I stepped in to validate the work that they did by saying it was “excellent.”  It 
was through the collective discussion that they were able to make a connection between the 
imagery in the song and the message, demonstrating their understanding of both.  Later in that 
same lesson, when Anita presented her chosen song, she suggested that she could not do it 
because her group members were not there.   
33. RH: All right.  Let’s move on to another group.  Who hasn’t presented yet?  Anita?   
34. Anita: [INAUDIBLE] is not here. 
35. RH:   So you can present. Okay, what? 
36. Ahmed: [to Anita] I’ll help you just like you helped me. 
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Ahmed acknowledged the collaborative environment and offered support to Anita, just as he 
received it from her.  Collectively, students constructed analytical arguments about texts as well 
as contributed to a supportive learning environment.  Through their collaboration, they 
developed analysis that they may not have developed individually.  Moreover, students did not 
just look to me, their teacher, for academic support; they supported one another and contributed 
to each other’s learning, as Ahmed, Anita and Candice all demonstrated.  In contrast to an 
initiation-response-evaluation (IRE) discursive pattern, this space was characterized by a messier 
and more organic interactive discursive pattern that allowed for shifts in who could contribute 
and how.  Furthermore, when students engaged in collaborative talk, the traditional teacher role 
shifted from a disseminator of information to a facilitator of discussion.  
Student-led seminars were a routine literacy practice in this space that served to de-center 
me and allowed students to take up multiple positions as they made sense of texts.  This type of 
student-centered talk also provided room for collaboration and shifts in ways of interacting.  
During seminars, students circled up and introduced questions to take up for discussion.  My role 
was limited to facilitation: I stepped in when students were stuck on an idea or not moving 
forward in their discussion.  Students were instructed in how to participate during seminars and 
were given the rubric (Appendix F) that I used to evaluate their participation. The lesson below 
was taken from a seminar on Toni Morrison’s (1970) The Bluest Eye.  This excerpt illustrated 
how one student’s argument was extended through collaboration.  Brandel began by suggesting 
that Pauline’s rotting tooth was a metaphor for the relationship between Pauline and Cholly, two 
main characters in the novel.   
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Episode 3: “I would also like to add on to that.” 
1. Brandel:  Well, I was going to start off with the first question it asked what is the 
significance of Pauline’s tooth?  How does this connect to other parts of the story?  
Ahmed brought it up earlier and then Jennifer brought it up and I was also thinking the 
same thing.  I think it connects to beauty because in the beginning of the story, they were 
talking about how everyone needed to be beautiful back in that time.  And the coming of 
age because the older you’ve been – like you know how old people their teeth start to rot 
whatever.  And Ahmed brought it up earlier and I was going to use it – I think it’s going 
to be a metaphor for you know Pauline and Charlie’s relationship because every time 
Pauline lost a tooth, it was probably like every argument they had.   
2. [Ahmed raises his hand.] 
3. Aalyiah:  I just know this ain’t a raise your hand kinda thing 
4. Ahmed:  Oh, yes.  I forgot.   
5. Aalyiah:  But I just know about that like her tooth could symbolize like her tooth could 
symbolize like what was I going to say - oh yeah you know at the beginning of the book 
when they were talking about like the whole family was ugly like the whole Breedlove 
family was just ugly I think one of the sides of them being ugly was when her tooth fell 
out like she just felt ugly like inside because she had started crying like after she lost her 
tooth.  So, I think it symbolizes when Toni Morrison was talking about the whole family 
being ugly and then Pecola and Sammy they kind of like wear their ugliness on them.   
Here, Aalyiah reminded students that this discussion “ain’t a raise your hand kinda thing.”  
Within this discussion thread, she took up an informal discourse, using “ain’t” and “kinda,” then 
slid easily into an academic discourse in her discussion of the symbolism in the text and through 
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her use of evidence to support her argument.  Moreover, she built on Brandel’s discussion of the 
tooth with her argument that it symbolized the ugliness of the whole family.  Ahmed then added 
to the argument. 
6. Ahmed:  I would also like to add on to that.  But I agree with you.  In the book, it doesn’t 
say she lost her tooth like quickly.  It starts out as a brown speck and that could be 
7. Aalyiah:  I wasn’t talking about [INAUDIBLE] 
8. Ahmed:  Anyway, like it started out a brown speck and that could mean like when their 
relationship began and they liked each other but it wasn’t really that well so then then 
they reached the surface which means that’s when they started like -- 
9. Jennifer:  It was like on rocky roads and stuff.  
10. Ahmed:  Yes.  That’s when they started arguing.  Then it weakened the roots which 
means like their relationship really became weak.  They didn’t like each other.  And then 
the tooth fell out.    
11. Jennifer:  which means the ending of their relationship.   
Ahmed provided evidence to support Brandel’s argument that the tooth symbolized the 
relationship.  He gave specific details to show his understanding that the tooth could symbolize 
the relationship by discussing the “roots” of the tooth and how the rotting began as just a “brown 
speck.”  Jennifer picked up on this by asserting that when the tooth finally fell out it represented 
the end of the relationship.  Brandel then picked up the argument again providing more evidence.  
12. Brandel:  I agree with Ahmed because that whole paragraph on Page 116 the whole 
fourth paragraph and the fifth paragraph -- and then their little dialogue I guess they’re 
talking about how she was eating – and like he says – saw a brown speck and like he was 
saying it was probably when they moved it was a brown speck like it symbolized a brown 
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speck because she didn’t really like where they were.  As for example when they had like 
their little dialogue in the outside park – it said – “me and Cholly were getting along good 
then.  We’d come up north -- supposedly more jobs and all.  We moved into two rooms 
up over a store -- and I set up housekeeping.  Cholly was working at the steel plant, and 
everything was looking good.  I don’t know what all happened.  Everything changed.”  
And I guess that’s why the brown speck was a symbol for when everything changed.   
Overall, Brandel’s initial argument was extended and refined through this discussion.  Ahmed 
deconstructed the metaphor and provided specific evidence to back up the assertion.  Aalyiah, 
Jennifer and Jaslyn all contributed to the argument.  Brandel then came back to it providing more 
textual evidence to support the idea.  Collectively, the students showed a depth in their 
understanding of the text and the writer’s craft.  They applied academic language to the text and 
teased out Morrison’s use of symbolism in the novel.  Using talk as a means of constructing 
these ideas helped them develop their analytical skills as readers, talkers and writers.  Moreover, 
Aalyiah reminded them that this was their learning space, one in which they were not being 
asked to raise their hands so the teacher could decide who got to speak, but instead a space in 
which they had to assert themselves.  In effect, the students practiced a school-based discourse, 
but through a process that was not restrictive in terms of language use or means of 
communicating, as students decided who talked to whom and what discourse to use.   
Shifting Ideas 
Collaborative talk centered my students in the discursive space and enabled them to draw 
meaning from texts.  It also moved students to rethink their individual arguments as they 
transacted with others’ ideas.  When I provided students with the space to engage in 
collaborative talk, their ideas about texts did not remain fixed, but often moved throughout the 
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discussion.  A seminar on Frank Stockton’s (1882) “The Lady or the Tiger?” illustrated this type 
of shift.  “The Lady or the Tiger?” is a short story about an imperious king whose daughter is in 
love with a courtier.  When the king discovers this relationship, he places the courtier in an 
ampitheater and forces him to choose one of two doors.  Behind the one door is a lady to whom 
he will then be married.  Behind the second door is a tiger who will maul him immediately.  The 
princess knows what is behind each door and directs her lover to choose the door on the right.  
The reader is then left to hypothesize if it is the lady or the tiger behind the door.  Students 
engaged in discussion to determine which fate the princess chose for her lover.  My goal for this 
activity was for students to answer the question posed by the author by engaging in a close 
reading of the text that would enable them to understand the characters and thereby yield a 
logical argument. The episode below illustrated the movement of Candice’s thinking as she 
discussed the question (which came out of the door, the lady or the tiger?) with her peers. 
Episode 4: “Now I’m persuaded to go to the opposite side.” 
1. Candice:  I agree with Moshen and Santiago because I think that she [the princess] she 
feels that he [the lover] might love like love her at this time.  And she also thinks that the 
girl [the lady behind the door] and him have some type of relationship with each other.  
So she doesn’t want him to be with her, because she thinks that he might fall in love with 
her, and think her she is more, a better person than she is.  So she wants him she would 
rather see him die loving her.   
2. Jaslyn:  I agree. 
Candice argued that the princess led her lover to the tiger, and she provided evidence from the 
text, that he and the lady might have some kind of relationship, to support her answer.  After 
some prodding by myself, and theories posed by other students, Candice’s argument shifted. 
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3. RH:  My question is I want to know if someone - so we’re talking about whether or not 
the king loves his daughter.  You guys are having all these great ideas about whether or 
not he loves her or not.  And I want you to connect someone to connect this to the 
Princess.  
4. Anita:  Oh!  Oh! 
5. RH: Anita 
6. Leroy:  what do you mean by connect it though  
7. Anita:  Okay first of all could you just elaborate a little on what you mean by connecting 
it 
8. Candice:  Oh, I know, I know! 
9. RH:  Go ahead.  
10. Candice:  Alright.  So she’s saying it’s ooh, this is so good.  I’ve got it.  Ha ha. 
11. Sanida:  There she goes.  
12. Candice:  Okay.  Don’t you love how we’re all saying if the king loved his daughter, then 
he wouldn’t put her into danger.  So his daughter’s in this position like if my father really 
loves me as much as he says he loves me, he wouldn’t have hurt me like the way he’s 
hurting me. Putting me into a rock and a hard place.  And he’s saying and she’s thinking 
the same thing, “I’m not going to hurt my love the way my Dad’s hurting me.  So I’m 
going to let him live.”   
13. Sanida: Whoo!   
14. Anita: That was good.  
15. RH:  Would anyone like to take this up? 
16. Leroy:  Take what?  
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17. RH:  What she just said.  
18. Sanida: I agree 
19. [multiparty talk] 
20. F:  Me too.  
21. F:  No.  
22. Candice: I thought that too, but now I’m persuaded to go to the opposite side because  
23. [Laughter]  
Candice changed her position and argued that the princess decided to let her lover live because 
she did not want to be like her father.  In line 22, she explicitly stated her movement of ideas as a 
result of being “persuaded” through discussion.  She drew her inference on what she knew about 
the relationship between the princess and the king.  As the discussion continued, she changed her 
mind again. 
24. RH:  Okay.  So I need to get back -- I need to get back to what Candice has said, and 
what I had asked originally.  Because this is what I want someone to --  
25. M:  I forgot about that.  
26. RH:  -- argue.  So Candice I asked the question.  I’m asking people to connect the 
Princess to the king, right?  So we’re saying that the king, yeah, he loves his daughter, 
but he’s being really selfish, right?  And he’s just putting what he wants first.  So I’m 
saying connect that to the Princess.  Now Candice said, “Oh, because the king was this 
way, the Princess wouldn’t behave the same way.” 
27. Anita:  Or maybe she would, because she’s a little barbaric.  
28. Leroy:  That’s what I’m saying.  
29. RH:  Or maybe she would be just like him.  Go ahead. 
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30. Jaslyn:  Or maybe she would be just like him, and pick the tiger so she could have 
[INAUDIBLE] that, oh, someone did die loving her no matter what, because they used to 
see each other a lot.  And therefore he wouldn’t pick the Princess because he knows -- the 
girl behind the door, because he would have moved on, and she would have stayed hurt.  
Which is not like the king.  The king always gets what he wants, and the Princess 
wouldn’t get what she wants.  So that makes her look like her father right there.  
31. Candice:  So you’re saying that she would be like her father.  
32. Jaslyn:  Be like her father.  She would kill the -- she would let -- she would lead the guy 
to the tiger.  
33. Leroy:  So are you saying  
34. [multiparty talk] 
35. Leroy: hold up hold up so you’re saying that she led to the tiger because she wanted -- 
yeah, she would think that he died --  
36. Sanida:  For her. 
37. Leroy: yeah for her love.  Like he died loving her? 
38. Candice:  Yes! 
39. Jaslyn:  If she would have been like her father that’s what she would have done.  If she 
would have been like rude and selfish like her father.  
Anita and Jaslyn made the connection between the princess and her father as a result of my 
interjection.  Jaslyn articulated an argument that the princess would be just like her father using 
some evidence of the text about what her father was like, “rude and selfish.”  While Candice did 
not explicitly state that she changed her mind again, she offered an emphatic “yes!” in line 38 
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suggesting that she was in alignment with Jaslyn’s assertion.  This switch in her position was 
made clear in the excerpt that follows.  
40. Ahmed:  I also think it’s the tiger that came out, because it says that she was consumed 
with so much jealousy.  Jealousy doesn’t make you think right.  She won’t like look at all 
the - all the - 
41. Candice:  Possibilities?  
42. Ahmed:  All the, yeah, possibilities.  So I think she led him to the tiger.  
43. Candice:  Me too.  
Candice now returned to her original argument, that the princess led her lover to the tiger; 
however, her reasoning shifted throughout the discussion and at this point she agreed with 
Ahmed who suggested that the princess was jealous and barbaric like her father and therefore 
would lead her lover to the tiger.  The inference was a logical one based on the story and 
supported by evidence in the text.   
Discussion: Creating a Collaborative Community of Practice 
 Within the seminar described above, Candice was able to make a claim about a text.  
However, she was not bound to that claim.  In any given reading, the reader’s understanding of a 
text is contextual (Gee, 2004).  As her teacher and her peers offered new ideas, evidence, and 
questions about the text, Candice rethought her original argument.  Regardless of the outcome, 
she was actively engaged in her learning process as a result of dialogic instruction.  She 
considered and reconsidered her ideas in light of the evidence and other arguments presented 
until she came up with a final decision that suited her and her understanding of the text.  If she 
were to read this story today, she might come to some new conclusion.  However, the process 
was what mattered.  Candice was given the room in this literacy event to take risks by asserting 
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ideas that might later change.  She was able to talk through her understanding drawing evidence 
from the text to support her claims, while also drawing on the collective discussion to support the 
construction of new claims.  Had this been a strictly teacher-directed lesson, she might have 
looked to me for the correct answer to this riddle.  She might have merely regurgitated what I 
said about the text.  Had there been a multiple-choice question quiz to follow, her thinking again 
might have been restricted.  Through this discussion process, she was able to take up multiple 
positions in response to the text and her peers, while deepening her own ideas and understanding 
of the reading, and creating a logical argument in the end.   
In my pedagogical practice, I regarded talk as an instructional tool (Nystrand, 1997).  
Talk allowed students to collaborate to create a collective argument and to collectively come to 
understand a text.  If I wanted my students to talk, I needed to be quiet.  In this space, I tried to 
limit my own voice, which was not always easy or possible.  There were times when my input 
constrained my students’ input, as I illustrate in the next section.  Other times, I helped students 
to go deeper into a discussion.  It was a difficult balance to know when to “step forward” and 
when to “step back” as Sanida once describe seminar participation.  When students were 
particularly excited about an idea, they often broke out into multiparty overlapping talk, which, 
according to Lee (2007): 
...begins when students are deeply engaged and excited about the problem they are trying 
to solve.  The multiparty overlapping talk can sound to an outsider like noise.  However, 
careful observations reveal that students are actually talking to one another in small 
groups all at the same time.  These small groups are not defined by the teacher, but 
usually involve one or two people who are sitting close to one another.  Something is said 
to the group to which most people want to respond. (p. 96) 
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Within the transcripts of classroom discussions, I marked these moments as “multiparty talk.”  
Many students were talking at once in small groups or pairs.  Because of the level of 
engagement, it was nearly impossible to record.  Rather than dismiss these moments as time off 
task, I came to see their value to the students as many students at once talked through an idea.  
Instead of trying to silence students, as had been my usual routine, I let them engage in this type 
of talk for a minute or more as I roamed the room to collect bits from their conversations.  This 
slight change in pedagogy contributed to creating a hybrid discursive space in which students 
had a stake.  This is evidence of the students and I working collaboratively to define the 
community of practice, as I stepped back from my usual routine to embrace a literacy practice 
that students brought into the discursive space.  
The routine use of student-led seminars also centered students in the discursive space.  
During many of these lessons, the physical space was manipulated to better facilitate discussions.  
For a seminar, chairs were set up in two concentric circles, which allowed for the inside circle to 
speak while the outside circle observed, or we split the class into two groups: one group met with 
me and the other group went to another space with my intern.  During a teacher-led discussion, I 
often asked students to “circle up”: we all sat around in a tight circle with no tables between us.  
These physical manipulations of space provided for a more intimate setting.  In either case, I 
positioned myself out of the conversation or I took equal space.  I did not take my physical 
positioning lightly, for I believe I was another “text” in the classroom that continually sent 
messages to my students.  Where I sat and how I participated affected the tone of the discourse, 
student membership in literacy events, and my overall relationship with my students.  As I 
sought high levels of engagement from my students, I could not dominate the space.  
Though I tried to put the discussion on the students while I stepped back, they sometimes 
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struggled to listen to one another and consequently struggled to build a thread of discussion.  For 
example, sometimes when a student asked a good question, other students did not take up the 
question especially early on in the school year.  Recognizing the classroom as a community of 
practice, which meant that we were learning how to engage with one another, I continued to 
emphasize this point, as students were well-versed in the deep “grammar” of schooling (Tyack & 
Tobin, 1994) that centers teachers in the discursive space.  However, with time, students learned 
how to interact with one another and not just with me. 
Within the academic context we created, overall, the ways of interacting signaled 
substantive student engagement, which according to Nystrand and Gamoran (1991) includes 
authentic questions from students and teachers, teacher uptake of students’ ideas, and high-level 
evaluations of students’ comments.  Authentic questions are characterized as open-ended rather 
than test-questions that seek a right answer.  Teacher uptake happens when a teacher builds a 
new question on something a student has shared.  High-level evaluations differ from a standard, 
“good” or “right’ and instead the teacher adds to a student’s comment to promote more 
discussion or thinking.  All of these ways of interacting represented shifts from traditional 
monologic, IRE classrooms to a dialogic space characterized by productive engagement in joint 
activity (Gutiérrez, Baquendano-López, Alvarez & Chiu, 1999).  This occurred by de-centering 
me (the teacher) from the discursive space, allowing students to participate without language 
constraints (i.e., not “correcting” or putting restrictions on their speech), and using relevant and 
intellectually stimulating texts.  As a result, students engaged deeply in academic discourse.  
 
Discourse: Authoring Hybrid Discourses 
While genre speaks to the ways of interacting within a given event, discourse relates to 
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how knowledge is represented and from what perspective (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999; 
Rogers, 2003).  Luke (2000) defines discourse as “systematic clusters of themes, statements, 
ideas and ideologies” (p. 456).  Gee (1990, 1999) distinguishes big “D” Discourse from little “d” 
discourse, and defines Discourse (capital “D”) as including more than just language bits (little 
“d” discourse), but also ways of representing, being, acting and believing.  As I married these 
overlapping definitions of discourse, I understood Discourse as how one presents an idea, 
concept or value and how one receives an idea, concept or value, as the ideas, concepts and 
values are embedded in language.  As such, Discourses situate identities in particular ways.   
Looking at the data through the lens of Discourse, I asked: what are the ways of 
representing in these literacy events?  In an effort to deconstruct the production, distribution and 
consumption of texts, I looked for the themes, ideas and ideologies, asking: whose voices are 
heard?  What are the intended messages?  How are those messages received?  Questions related 
to Discourse address the way language is represented and the social identities that are linked to 
such representations (Rogers, 2004b).  From these questions, I unearthed the cultural models that 
students employed, which I take up in more detail in the next chapter.  Here, I illustrate how 
within this context, students challenged “fixed” Discourses or “norms” about individuals and 
groups, and while doing so, they authored hybrid Discourses which helped shape and define the 
community of practice.  Analysis of the data further showed that there were times when students 
did not challenge existing norms and instead employed larger social narratives as they worked to 
comprehend a text.  These moments were also important to recognize, and I reflected on how 
they informed my pedagogical practice.  While I used Gee’s big “D” Discourse in my discussion, 
I worked from the understanding that it overlaps with Fairclough and Luke’s concepts of 
discourse.   
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Challenging (and Not Challenging) Fixed Discourses 
Within this academic space, students challenged fixed Discourses or norms about 
individuals and groups.  Episode 5 illustrates this pattern.  The same discussion thread also 
includes examples of when we did not challenge fixed Discourses.  Here, I may have constrained 
learning opportunities, as I illustrate below.  This excerpt comes from a seminar on Langston 
Hughes’s (1951/1994) “Theme from English B.”  Students were discussing the relationship 
between the white instructor and the black student.   
Episode 5: “Why are we so separated?” 
1. Ahmed:  …[O]ne of my questions was what didn’t the author understand?  Like why was 
he puzzled about who he was? 
2. Sanida:  Oh yeah, yeah.  I think would that amount up to the same trueness of what their 
life was that all the other people in his class, just because he was colored? Do you get it? 
3. Ahmed:  Can you repeat that from the beginning?  
4. Sanida:  I think it was like um - he was puzzled because will his - paper come out and be 
true about his life, or if it was different between all the other noncolored people in his 
class?  Do you get it?  
5. F:  Yeah.  
6. Jennifer:  To add on to what she said, it’s like, okay, if you’re the only black person in a 
white classroom, and you’d be like, “Yo, I like, you know, Bach, and all that,” they’d be 
like, “What?  Yo you’re colored.  Aren’t you supposed to like rap, and jazz and what 
not?” Like that.  
7. Aalyiah:  Who’s repping Bach? 
8. F: I don’t know.   
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As the students discussed what it meant to be the only African American student in a classroom, 
they challenged the fixed Discourse of African American.  In Jennifer’s hybrid construction in 
line 6, “Yo, I like, you know, Bach, and all that,” she merges a colloquial discourse, “yo” with a 
representation of Bach, a classical musician who might not be typically associated with African 
Americans, as she continued to suggest, because they are “supposed to like” rap and jazz.  
Sanida also challenged a dominant narrative of whites by labeling them “noncolored people.”  
This term defines whites in relation to African Americans, Latinos and other persons of color, 
expressing what they (white people) are not, thereby repositioning them as “other,” a construct 
that is more often relegated to people of color.   
9. Evie: I thought about it in a different way, because where it says, “I feel” -- I mean, “I 
feel, and I see, and I hear, Harlem, I hear you:  hear you, hear me -- we two -- you” -- 
yeah, that part. Um I think he’s just kind of hard, because he’s not the only person 
because he talked about Harlem. So it came into a deeper situation that he’s going to 
speak for himself, or is he going to speak worldwide from Harlem?  
10. RH:  So can I just clarify what you just said, because I think that’s an important point.  
Are you saying that - that he’s talking about - he isn’t just speaking for himself as an 
individual, but for African Americans? 
11. Evie:  Mm-hmm.   
12. RH:  Okay.  Is that what you’re saying?  
13. Evie: Something like that. 
14. RH:  If I’m wrong tell me cause I’m trying to understand what you were saying.  
15. Evie:  I guess what I’m saying, he’s not the only one in Harlem, so if he’s spoken up 
[INAUDIBLE].  
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16. RH:  Good.  
17. Sanida:  Can we move on to this –  
18. Ahmed:  Well, I -- do you want to go? 
19. Sanida:  No go.  I’m sorry. 
20. Ahmed:  What I thought was like the author, he was black, and the teacher was colored.  I 
mean, he was black, and the teacher was white.  Or you know what I mean.  Anyway, 
like whatjamacallit, like, God, like being black to him, he felt normal with it, like he 
didn’t see anything wrong with it.  And like being white, people do the same stuff. He - 
like as he said, we like to, well, “I like to eat, sleep, drink, and be in love.” White people 
like the same thing.  So he’s like what’s diff - I think he means like:  what’s different 
about it?  Why are we like so separated?  - That’s what I was thinking.  
21. Santiago: to add on to what Ahmed said, yeah. Even for the different races he’s trying to 
say like he’s trying to say that because he’s this, and I’m this, don’t mean that I like this 
and he doesn’t like that.  
22. Leroy:  It says - that’s kind of like that too.  It says, “You are white -- yet a part of me, as 
I am a part of you.  That’s American.”  And like since they saying that if he - like -- 
[sighs]  
23. RH:  You had a brain fart?  
24. [laughter] 
25. M:  A brain fart. Wow. 
Evie questioned whether the author was trying to just speak for himself or for all of Harlem, but 
no one took this up.  Instead, Ahmed took the discussion in a different direction.  His statement 
in line 20 that “being black, he felt normal with it… he didn’t see anything wrong with it” 
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suggested that others might not see it as “normal.”   Collectively, the students challenged the 
Discourse of what is normal, and what makes a “normal” African American and a “normal” 
student.  Like Ahmed and Jennifer, Santiago challenged the stereotypes that cast individuals into 
particular Discourses.  Ahmed, Santiago and Leroy each emphasized that all people share the 
same characteristics because we are human, so why – as Ahmed asked- “are we like so 
separated?”  
26. Jessica: I had a question about that line, though, when he says that he’s like part of his 
instructor, and his instructor is part of him like I don’t know like what he means by that.  
27. RH:  Good question.   
28. Ahmed:  I’ll try this one. I think when he says that line, or three, whatever, I think he 
means like even though you’re white, you’re my teacher, instructor, whatever, and like 
you’re a part of me.  You’re part of my life.  And I’m a part of you, cause you teach me.  
29. RH:  Mm-hmm.  Do you think that’s true today?   
30. Santiago:  But we all have the same freedom.  
31. RH:  The same what?  
32. Santiago:  Freedom.  
33. RH:  Freedom.  Yeah.  
34. Sanida:  Can we move on to the next question?  
35. RH:  Go ahead.  
In this episode, I constrained learning opportunities by not highlighting the comments that 
students made.  The point that Ahmed, Santiago and Leroy suggested about our common 
humanity did not get emphasized and as a result was lost in the discussion.  Jessica’s question 
followed up on that point, and in line 29 I pushed students to further analyze the author’s idea by 
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asking: do you think that’s true [that we all have the same freedom]?  Santiago added that yes, 
we all have the same freedom.  Yet, no one challenged Santiago’s assertion that there is racial 
equality.  Moreover, Sanida asked to move on.  I lost an opportunity here to synthesize the 
argument students were making: that all people share a common humanity and as such we all 
“eat, drink and fall in love”; and, as Santiago posited, we all share the same freedom.  Upon 
reflection and knowing these students, I am surprised that no one challenged Santiago’s 
assertion.  Redirecting students back to Ahmed’s question about why we are so separated might 
have helped students see the conflicting Discourses. 
In this same episode in which we discussed Hughes’s poem, students also drew on larger 
social narratives that suggest what student and teacher relationships are like.  The Discourse of 
teacher-student relations is another example of something “fixed” that did not get challenged in 
our discussion.  In line 28, Ahmed noted how the teacher teaches the student, but does not 
consider how the teacher might also learn from the student.  I did not take up ways to challenge 
that.  This in turn led me to wonder: how can I as the teacher let students know that they teach 
me as well?  This is a contradiction to what I will explore later in this chapter, that there is 
evidence of repositioning the experts and novices within this community.  However, I did not 
make this repositioning explicit at anytime in the school year.  Moreover, I missed an 
opportunity here to raise the questions and find out whether or not my students saw this 
happening in the classroom.   
Constructing Hybrid Discourses 
Understanding that Discourse relates not only to what knowledge is represented, but also 
how, I was interested in the ways in which students constructed their identities in the academic 
space.  My analysis of the data indicated that many students created hybrid Discourses that 
Hennessy   
    
105 
shaped and defined this community of practice.  For example, students wove local discursive 
practices that characterize African American Vernacular English, such as creative word play and 
metaphorical talk (Heath, 1983), and other out-of-school Discourses into institutional literacy 
practices, such as writing an expository paragraph.  The example that follows is from a 
previously described lesson in which students were working collaboratively to create an oral 
expository paragraph answering the question: what is the message of this text?  The text is a 
political cartoon showing an adolescent male playing video games while simultaneously a 
controller from the television enters the boy’s head.  Four students stood in front of the class and 
were asked to contribute the main idea, evidence, analysis and link to create the paragraph. 
Episode 6: “You better close it off with bam.” 
1. RH:  Leroy, main idea.  What is the message of this text?  
2. Leroy:  The message of this text is that violence influences – I mean video games 
influence violence.  
3. Maribelle:  Um - um he’s all caught up into playing into the TV playing the video games.  
And the – all everything that he’s playing is like draining because as the picture shows, 
we can see in the picture the hands, it says violence, and it’s coming out.  And it’s like 
everything that he’s playing is going into his head. 
4. Jennifer:  What is my thing again? 
5. RH:  Analysis. So what? Who cares?  All this violence is going into the head from the 
video games.  Who cares? 
6. Jennifer:  This teenager should care, because your life is not a game, and um – 
7. Leroy:  Why he gotta be a teenager? 
8. F:  Sshh.  
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9. RH:  Don’t interrupt her, please. That’s a great statement.  
10. Candice: Keep going. 
11. Jennifer:  I lost my place. 
12. Candice: the teenager should care because life is not a game. 
13. Leroy: yeah. Life is not a game. 
14. Jennifer: If you make the wrong mistake, then there is no reset button, or you can’t start 
over.  
15. Leroy: doh! 
16. [Class erupts in applause] 
17. Candice: good job. 
18. Ty: Oh my God. Oh my God. 
19. Male:  She right. She right. She right. 
20. Candice: that was good. 
21. [Multiparty talk about Jennifer’s analysis.]  
22. RH:  Alright Anita.  Close that paragraph. 
23. Leroy: You better close it off with a bam. 
24. Candice: I know, right. 
Jennifer bridged Discourses as she built on the unofficial (video games- which in this context 
became part of the official) and turned it into a metaphor in her analysis that captured the 
relevance of the message (the official discourse).  Her use of an extended metaphor here was met 
with applause in line 16, and a call and response, in line 19, characteristic of some of the 
students’ out-of-school literacies.  Leroy’s response of “doh!” in line 15 and his demand that 
Anita close the paragraph with a “bam” wove “unofficial” discourse into “official” academic 
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discourse further marking this as a hybrid event.  Students were engaged and energized by 
Jennifer’s melding of Discourses as evident in their applause and multiparty overlapping talk 
(Lee, 2007).   
In another effort to enact a pedagogy of multiliteracies (New London Group, 1996) and 
further broaden the discursive space, I created a blog seminar.  Unlike the traditional seminar in 
which class members sat facing one another for discussion, this seminar would take place on 
computers using a blog as a medium through which to communicate.  The use of multiliteracies 
in the classroom enabled me to tap into the diverse ways with words with which my students 
engaged.  Within a class period, all students worked on computers simultaneously.  In response 
to questions that related to The Bluest Eye (Morrison, 1970), they and I posted comments to the 
questions and to one another to create an online discussion.  I told students that they would not 
be assessed on their use of Standard English, that instead I was more interested in the content of 
their comments.  Within this broadened discursive space students enacted multiple Discourses to 
create hybrid texts. 
An example of this is in Maribelle’s writing below in which she responded to the 
following prompt: 
Pages 81-86 describe the lives of certain types of girls (from Mobile, or Meridian, or 
Aiken).  Page 86 focuses in, specifically, on one of them – Geraldine, Junior’s mom. 
What do you make of her or those girls?  What stood out to you? How does she (or how 
do they) represent the idea of internalized racism? 
Please feel free to respond to any or all of these questions, or to go in a new direction 
with this.  Also, as usual, I encourage you to quote directly from the text. 
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Episode 7: “idk this was just some things that pop up in my head.” 
Maribelle said…i agree with what Aalyiah said because it was very interesting to me 
when i was reading and to find out that she [Geraldine] didnt want her son Junior to play 
with niggers in my perspective thats an example of internalized racism because shes been 
racist of what she onece were.  
i also want to add this because on page 91 when Geraldine come backs home and she find 
Pecola in her house she obviously question who she is.  but also something really struck 
me when it saids at the bottom of Page 91 “she had seen this little girl all of her life”.  i 
know that she wasent talking about Pecola because that was the first time she had seen 
her butches [but she’s] referring to herself.  because when she was younger she use to be 
the same way as Pecola with the torn dress and the mussy shoes and the safety pins trying 
to hold it together.  but then i think if she use to be the same way why she was so rude to 
kick her out the house /if she was one like that why she think she so superior now that she 
has “class”?  idk this was just some things that pop up in my head when i was reading it.   
This official space of academic Discourse (the seminar) took place through an unofficial medium 
(the blog).  Without my having granted permission, Maribelle, as many of the students, took it 
upon herself to write informally and take up an unofficial Discourse that resembled text 
messaging more than traditional classroom discourse as evident by her lower-case i’s and her use 
of “idk” (abbreviation for I don’t know).  To her and others, it seemed this discourse matched the 
medium of communication.  Yet, she also employed literary analysis and an academic Discourse 
as she drew on evidence to support her argument and took up the literary theme of internalized 
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racism, which we had been discussing in class.  In this episode Maribelle participated in several 
Discourses simultaneously thereby authoring a hybrid text.    
In keeping with a multiple intelligence paradigm (Gardner, 2006), my multiliteracies 
classroom likewise engaged different students at different times in the curriculum.  For example, 
some students, like Jessica, who rarely spoke in class, actively participated in the blog seminar 
and made several postings in direct response to other students.  The following is an example of 
her seminar participation:  
Episode 8: “First comment in thread.” 
Jessica said... “what do you think the THING is?”... well i feel that the “thing” that T.M 
is referring to is the racism.  I feel that it is racism because that’s what makes maureen 
better than claudia and fredia.   
\(^___^)/ FIRST COMMENT IN THREAD W00T jkjk 
In her posting, Jessica demonstrated her engagement in the academic task by addressing the 
question and simultaneously took on an out-of-school discourse with her use of the symbolic 
face, a declaration of having been “first” and her use of the abbreviated “jkjk”: just kidding.  Her 
post was simultaneously academic, social and playful.  Drawing on multiliteracies in the 
classroom enabled me to tap into the diverse ways with words with which my students engaged. 
For example, Jessica rarely spoke up and had no close friends in the class.  Yet, she was an 
ardent computer user and engaged in most of her social activity via the computer.  Bringing the 
blog into the academic space allowed her to collaborate in social and academic discourses in a 
way that was familiar and nonthreatening.  Through this medium, she participated in the online 
discussion in ways that she did not in regular class discussions.   
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Discussion: Competing Scripts in the Classroom 
After we engaged in the blog activity, I asked for students’ feedback as I had never used a 
blog seminar as a pedagogical practice before.  To my surprise, students criticized the blog 
seminar.  Instead, they wanted to use instant-messaging as a mode of communication.  While we 
never tried this out, I believe they were probably right that it would have been a more effective 
means to communicate.   
Like the episodes in the previous section of this chapter, episode 6 also demonstrated a 
collaborative interaction in the academic context as both Leroy and Candice tried to assist 
Jennifer when she was stuck - even though it was Leroy who interrupted her in the first place.  
His interruption in line 7 was an example of both his playfulness in which he picked up on an 
earlier joke about the character in the cartoon and the seriousness of his question, which asked 
why teenagers are positioned in this negative light.  I silenced Leroy in this moment because he 
was interrupting Jennifer; however, I was remiss in not getting back to the issue of positioning in 
the text as both Leroy and Ahmed brought this up.  Their questions regarding why does he have 
to be a boy or a teenager challenged the message of the text and spoke to the essence of the 
overall unit objectives, which were to look at positioning in relation to texts.  This was one 
example of the difficult dance that took place for me as a teacher in this space.  While I 
welcomed instructional improvisation, it was not always easy to balance the tangents that the 
students wanted to embark upon with my intended lesson objectives.  There were many times, 
such as this, when the students raised something relevant, interesting and important that I did not 
take up because I instead stuck with my own agenda.  
This episode was reflective of the competing teacher “scripts” and students’ 
“counterscripts” that Gutiérrez, Rymes, and Larson (1995) underscore in a monologic discursive 
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space.  It was evidence of when I fell into a traditional teacher Discourse.  My students were 
resisting the positioning of boys and teens within the text, which was exactly what I wanted them 
to do, and yet, I silenced them to keep with my own script of the classroom at that moment.  
What was lost here was the productive “third space” that Gutiérrez recommends.  Rogers 
(2004a) asserts that, “Discourses necessarily embody tensions” (p. 56).  These tensions were 
evident not only in the episodes above, but throughout the data.  Moments of tension provided 
opportunities for participants to shift in their ways of knowing.   
Often discursive tensions surfaced in our discussions about race.  Some class members 
appeared to not want to take up discussions about race, and sometimes I found it difficult to latch 
onto teachable moments when they arose.  For example, in episode 5 above, no one challenged 
Santiago’s assertion in line 30 that there is racial equality in this country.  Moreover, Sanida 
asked to move on.  In my analysis, when I situated Santiago’s comment, “we all have the same 
freedom,” in the societal domain, it seemed possible that he drew upon the larger narrative of the 
time.  When students were having this discussion, Barak Obama had just been elected the first 
African American president.  In response, the media frequently raised questions about whether or 
not we were living in a post-racialized society.  Had I been able to contextualize Santiago’s 
comment for my students, we may have moved to a richer discussion that took up the conflicting 
Discourses that surfaced in this and other discussions about race, not only in our classroom, but 
in the larger society as well.  However, I also have to consider that maybe students did not want 
to go there (into a discussion about racism) with me at that time, which was early in the school 
year.   
This episode connected to another lesson from the beginning of the academic year: when 
deconstructing a Madonna music video, students said they did not want to tell me that all the 
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men in the video were white because they thought that was rude to say.  In the following school 
year, a similar situation occurred: when in the context of a class discussion one of my students 
said that he felt like I was going to be offended if we mentioned white people as oppressors.  We 
discussed it, but the student said that it made him feel bad.  “Don’t you feel bad?” he asked me.  
Pollock (2004) suggests that schools are “colormute” institutions within which individuals do not 
know how to talk about race and race labels, and as a result, often remain inappropriately silent.  
I take up the discussion of colormuteness in my classroom more in chapter seven.  Here, 
however, it is important to see the ways in which we all agreed tacitly to move on rather than 
potentially get uncomfortable.  Throughout the study, there were times when these moments of 
tension were capitalized upon as learning opportunities and other times when they were not.  I 
continue to discuss discursive tensions in the chapters that follow.    
 
Style: Positioning Experts and Novices 
If the classroom is to be a dialogic space, as many suggest (Ball & Freedman, 2004; 
Freire, 1970; Nystrand, 1997), then the teacher’s knowledge is not the only knowledge that 
counts in that space.  As the teacher, I cannot normalize what I know and “other” what my 
students know: the point is for us all to consider multiple perspectives, to shift ways in knowing 
and try on different ideas.  This study showed that dialogic instruction allowed for a more 
inclusive classroom that did not privilege particular ways with words, and as a result, made room 
for varied positionings that broadened who and what counted as smart.   
To understand the varied positionings in our classroom discourse, I looked at style.  Style 
relates to ways of being (Rogers, 2003).  Deconstruction of style in action allows the analyst to 
define social structures and processes, and how people are drawn into these structures and 
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processes (Rogers, 2004).  To understand this, I asked: how does language work with genre and 
discourse to create and sustain subject positionings?  By unpacking grammar and usage in the 
data, I sought to understand how students situated themselves and others vis-à-vis language use. 
Analysis of the data from this lens shows how students created hybrid identities within the 
context of practice that allowed for shifts in ways of being.  
Situating Students as Experts through Texts 
In this study, I routinely tried to privilege my students’ interests, lives and experiences 
through the selection of culturally relevant texts.  I developed text-based lessons that connected 
to students’ lives outside of school.  Texts were often the vehicle through which we interrogated 
our individual and collective relationships with language, institutions, and our communities, and 
explicitly discussed how texts constructed our social lives just as our social lives constructed 
texts (Gee, 1990).  In my classroom, students studied the reciprocal relationship between texts 
and situated identities while shifting in and out of various discursive spaces to take up new ideas, 
new understandings, and new positionings in relation to texts, the classroom, and the world.  As 
a result, students sometimes took on the position of “experts” in relation to texts, Discourses, 
language, and personal experience.  In the episode below, Katherine, a recent immigrant and an 
English language learner, shared her experience as it related to the poem “Elena” (Mora, 2000). 
In the poem, the narrator, a Mexican immigrant, describes her attempts to learn English so she 
can communicate with her children. 
Episode 9: “Like me.” 
1. Elika:  I got a question.  I don’t get it when it says why would she feel embarrassed by 
the mailman.  
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2. Katherine:  No, it’s – um no, she’s talking about when she speaks Spanish, and like her 
child, they laugh about her.  
3. Elika:  I know, but it said that she feels embarrassed at mispronouncing words, 
“Embarrassed at the laughter of my children, the grocer, the mailman.”  
4. Abel:  Because she knows that she’s making mistakes, and people are probably all 
laughing at her, so she doesn’t feel –  
5. Katherine:  Like me. 
6. Abel:  -- comfortable like talking around people she don’t know.  
7. Candice:  So do you [to Katherine] feel like that - don’t you know when like you just said 
“like me”? That’s how you feel? This is how you feel?  
8. Katherine:  Yeah, because sometimes like when I say, um you know, like I’m learning, 
and sometimes I said it bad.  Sometimes people laugh, and sometimes the people like try 
to correct me, or something.  
9. Jaslyn:  So you don’t like it when people correct you?  
10. Katherine:  I like it, but sometimes no.  But she’s saying like – like about when they 
laugh, that doesn’t make me like it’s funny, like when I say something wrong.  
11. Candice: okay.  
When Candice asked Katherine, “That’s how you feel?” she positioned Katherine as the expert 
and others followed suit.   Not only did this positioning offer students a better understanding of 
the poem, but it also offered them a better understanding of Katherine, their classmate.  As a 
result, students unfamiliar with the experience of not being able to communicate in a majority 
language were given the opportunity to increase their empathy and understanding for others and 
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broaden their thinking as they stepped out of their own experiences.  From Katherine, we learned 
more about her experience and the speaker in the poem. 
Students not only took up positions as experts based on their experiences, but also in 
relation to their out-of-school literacies.  Throughout the year, I deliberately attempted to draw 
on these literacies when they fit seamlessly with the curriculum.  One example was the “Suitors 
with the Original Swag” lesson (see Appendix G).  As we began our reading of The Odyssey, 
students struggled to understand the story- and in particular- to keep track of the characters and 
their Greek names.  During this time, I watched the Grammys one evening and saw a 
performance of several rappers sing “Swagga Like Us” (Harris, Carter, West, Carter, 
Arulpragasam, Headon, Jones, Pentz, Simonon, & Strummer, 2008).  I noted the similarities 
between the rappers and the suitors, characters from The Odyssey, and created a lesson in which 
students had to compare the language from the song with the language from the story.  As the 
episodes below illustrate, drawing on students’ out-of-school texts positioned them as language 
experts, while I became the novice.   
Episode 10: “It was a little bit of work for me.” 
1. RH: All right so you guys inspired me yesterday [Passing out “suitors with the original 
swag” handout] 
2. S: wow 
3. RH: you like that? You guys inspired me yesterday when we were talking about that 
swagger song. 
4. F: Woah. 
5. [Multiparty talk] 
6. RH:   So I was thinking about that song, and I was thinking about the suitors. 
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7. [Multiparty talk] 
8. Sanida: [laughs] 
9. Anita: swagga 
10. RH:  I got it. It’s swaggah.  
11. Anita: yeah. 
12. RH:  All right.  So the title “the suitors with the original swag.”  These were the guys 
who had it first before TI and Lil’ Wayne and all those guys.  These are the guys. 
13. Linnette: uh uh 
14. RH: This is the exercise. 
15. Sanida: I love you. 
16. [laughter] 
17. RH: I need you to listen.  So you guys are telling me how hard the Odyssey is and you 
can’t understand the way he writes.  And then I was reading these song lyrics, and I’m 
saying, I don’t understand what this guy is saying.  
18. [laughter] 
19. Sanida: that’s cute 
20. [multiparty talk]… 
21. RH:  For me to read the song lyrics it’s not that I don’t I have to try to figure out who’s 
Weezy and who’s Breezy [I made up a name] 
22. [laughter] 
23. RH:  It was a little bit of work for me, just like you say Athena, and who’s Antinous, 
you’re saying who are these people.  I say the same thing when I was reading this song.  
So I took an excerpt from the song that starts off “Mr. West is in the building.” And then 
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24. [Multiparty talk] 
25. Candice: do you know who Mr. West is? 
26. RH: I knew who Mr. West is. Yes.   
Students assumed that I was unfamiliar with this song and its cultural references.  As I 
introduced the title of the song, Anita corrected my use of the word “swagger” to say “swagga.”  
Students became playful; they laughed; Sanida said, “I love you.”  She then noted that she 
thought it was “cute” that I did not know who all the rappers were.  Selecting texts from 
students’ out-of-school lives was an important thread in this project.  As my intention was to 
broaden what counted as academic texts, I sought to include in that field texts that affirmed the 
cultural practices and self-sanctioned literacies of my students.  This inclusion was a critical 
component in rewriting traditional classroom roles of who was the knower and what counted as 
knowledge.   
Recasting Authority 
Students not only assumed the role of experts in relation to the texts that we examined, 
but at times they also assumed a position of authority in other activities.  Analysis of the data 
overall indicated that when students found the curriculum meaningful to their lives and interests, 
they positioned themselves as stake-holders in their own learning.  An example of this comes 
from a lesson on derogatory language. Together, we brainstormed a list of derogatory words that 
people might call us or that we might call others.  As students shared their ideas, I wrote them on 
the board.  
Episode 11: “Nigga.” 
1. Leroy: Can we swear?  I say nigger a lot. 
2. RH: Anita [RH wrote “nigger” on the board] 
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3. M:  Why you write it like that?    
4. Leroy:  There’s an A.   
5. RH: What? 
6. Leroy: n-i-g-g-a 
7. RH:  Well, that’s where it comes from, isn’t it?  So, it this a different word? 
8. Leroy:  Yeah, The meaning changed. 
9. RH:  Why? 
10. Leroy:  Like my nigga is my boy.  But a nigger is a black person. 
11. RH:  So, this is an insult.  And this a compliment?  
12. Leroy: yeah 
13. Aalyiah:  Something like that.   
14. [multiparty talk] 
Here, Leroy asked for permission to step out of the Discourse of school by swearing.  He did this 
as a participating student who showed me respect.  As I gave him permission, he shared his word 
which he defined as a “swear.”  After I wrote the word, students corrected my spelling and 
instructed me to rewrite it.  They wanted me to get it right.  They explained to me the difference 
and I accepted their authority on this.  My own repositioning in the academic space indicated that 
I was not the only authority in the space, and that I valued their expertise and the knowledge they 
brought into the classroom.  
Repositioning students and teachers in a classroom setting makes for a more dialogic 
space, one in which students assume control over their learning.  This became evident in the 
following episode in which I was writing the homework assignment on the board following our 
brainstorm on derogatory language. 
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Episode 12: “You should put one more question.”  
1. RH: So, let me say the questions again.  Do you have these words down?   
2. M:  No. 
3. RH:  You know them.  You know what two of the words are.  Okay.  So, you can think 
about – what does the word mean – have you ever been called it – have you ever called 
somebody else it – and you can explain a little bit – so, you can tell a little story about --  
4. F:  Have you ever called someone else? 
5. RH:  Why is it an insult?  Why does it hurt?  And should people use it?   
6. Tamika:  Wait.  You should put one more question.  
7. RH:  What’s that? 
8. Tamika:  Why is it okay for some people to say it and some people not -  
9. RH:  So, is it okay for some to say it and some not?   
10. Leroy:  No. 
11. RH:  That’s a good question.   
Tamika felt empowered to add another question to the homework assignment.  Her additional 
question showed her engagement in the lesson and ownership of her learning.  Moreover, no 
other student objected to Tamika adding to the homework. This positioning of active learners 
rather than passive recipients of learning is evident across the transcripts from class discussions.  
Moreover, it correlates with studies that draw youth culture and youth literacies into the 
classroom and suggest that such a curriculum promotes critical thinking at the same time that it 
evokes positive student responses (Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 2002; Stevens, 2001).  Drawing 
on texts and contexts relevant to students’ lives supported these processes in my own classroom.  
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Discussion: Creating an Inclusive Space 
In this chapter, I showed the variety of school-sanctioned literacy practices enacted in this 
academic space.  Broadening what counted as an academic text and academic discourse created 
an inclusive space while concomitantly requiring students to engage in rigorous academic work.  
As the transcripts indicate, it was the students who did most of the talking and through those 
interactions, the heavy intellectual lifting.  Did students believe they were “doing” school when 
analyzing hip-hop lyrics in a figurative language lesson?  Or analyzing a literary text using text-
messaging code?  These lessons suggest that it is possible in a broadened discursive context, to 
engage students in a curriculum that is both academically rigorous and culturally relevant.  
How students interacted in this classroom, what participant identities they took up, which 
ones they chose to resist, all influenced their relationship with school, their understanding of 
themselves as learners, and what they did and did not learn.  Because I set up the context of this 
academic space as one that was inclusive of mulitiliteracies, it paved the way for students to feel 
that such practices were invited, and therefore, it was a welcoming space.  Students often asked 
of notebook writing, “Can I write in Spanish?”  Or when I asked them to bring in song lyrics, 
students asked, “Can they be in Spanish?” and “Can we use slang?” By establishing the site as 
one that allowed for a broad range of texts and discourses, we made more discursive positionings 
available than would be in a monologic context.  Students could construct hybrid Discourses, in 
that one could simultaneously take on the identity of hip-hop and academic, or Latino and 
academic.  In effect, it allowed students to recognize that such Discourses were not mutually 
exclusive.     
While I did not always carry out my intentions to open the discursive space in my 
classroom and sometimes, despite my best efforts, my lens was often the one that dominated, 
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overall, the space was inviting for students rather than rigid or restrictive.  Students, teachers, 
schools and societies all work together to construct identities of participation in schooling 
suggesting what a student Discourse looks, acts and sounds like.  This often serves to maintain 
social reproduction as students of color and low-income may not fit this identity or they feel they 
have to shed identification with one Discourse to take on another.  Unlike traditional academic 
settings, in this community of practice students participated in schooling and learning in ways 
that were not rigidly defined with a standard language or singular literacy.  Consequently, my 
students and I redefined membership in an academic space that was collaborative and allowed 
for hybrid identities.  In the next chapter, I look at the role of cultural models in the collaborative 
environment and how they impacted our understanding of texts and one another. 
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Chapter Five 
Divergent Cultural Models 
 
The overarching question of this study, what happens when I broaden what counts as 
academic discourse and academic texts in my classroom to include multiple languages and 
literacies, provided a window into the discursive patterns of a linguistically diverse setting.  
Closer examination of these patterns allowed me to understand how knowledge was shaped and 
represented in this context.  Such ways of representing relate to Gee’s (1990; 1999) big “D” 
Discourse, which not only includes the “language bits” of little “d” discourse, but also the ways 
of representing, valuing, and believing, that are associated with particular language bits.  To 
understand how knowledge was represented in this space, I asked: what cultural models were 
employed to produce, consume or distribute a text?  How did individuals position themselves in 
relation to these cultural models?  How did others receive those positions?  This chapter 
illustrates my interrogation of the cultural models employed in the academic space and the 
relationship among cultural models, text comprehension, and the community of practice. 
Gee (1999) defines cultural models as types of social theories grounded in the patterns 
one sees in life and rooted in the particular sociocultural group to which one belongs.  Cultural 
models are therefore varied across individuals and groups.  Gee’s example of a bachelor 
demonstrates how a single word carries with it connotations that are not always clear.  For 
example, as he points out, a bachelor by definition is an unmarried man.  However, the term 
suggests particular values and ways of behaving that call into question whether or not the Pope, 
also an unmarried man, is a bachelor.   
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Cultural Models Conflicting with Texts 
Like all readers, the students in my class routinely drew upon cultural models as they 
made sense of texts.  While we all draw on our existing worlds to make sense of new ones, we do 
not share the same experience in those worlds.  This is particularly important to acknowledge in 
a context such as my classroom that included individuals from diverse racial, ethnic, religious, 
cultural, linguistic and economic backgrounds.  An outcome of our diverse discursive 
community was that there were inevitably divergent, and sometimes competing, cultural models 
employed as students made sense of texts.  These divergent models manifested between students 
and texts, across groups of students and between students and the teacher.  Within this academic 
space, the intersection of diverse cultural models sometimes interfered with text comprehension 
and/or communication, but it also made room for meaningful learning opportunities.   
When my students’ cultural models conflicted with the cultural models embedded in 
academic texts, they initially struggled to look to the subtleties of texts and the nuances of the 
writing that allowed for deeper comprehension. Engagement in a dialogic process allowed them 
to support one another to move past their own cultural models and make sense of a text. The 
following transcript shows how students indexed cultural models about love and kings and how 
these cultural models complicated their comprehension of Frank Stockton’s (1882) short story, 
“The Lady or the Tiger?”  My analysis of this episode further underscores how students 
collaborated to make sense of the text. 
This story is about a king who places his daughter’s lover into an arena as punishment for 
involvement with the princess.  The lover, a courtier, must choose between two doors: behind 
one is a tiger who will maul him on the spot, and behind the other is a “lady” whom he must 
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immediately wed.  None of the characters have any names, so they are referred to as the king, the 
princess, the courtier and the lady. 
Episode 13: “You can’t hide from the king.” 
1. Candice:  Okay.  And I want to know another thing.  Don’t you know how she was talking 
about um Jason was talking about how he [the courtier] will go see the Princess secretly, 
and then they started talking about divorce stuff?  I think that the king wouldn’t let the boy 
divorce, but let the girl divorce.  Because then the girl would find him being unfaithful to 
her, so she would want to be like, “Okay, I’m done with you.”  And then they can get 
married, the Princess and the boy. 
2. [Multiparty talk] 
3. Anita:  So wasn’t the whole purpose of this was because the king didn’t want them to be 
together? 
4. [Multiparty talk] 
5. Anita: So then it would be up to him.  Like if he goes with this woman, and that she could 
have a relationship with him behind the wife’s back regardless of if he lives or not.  Then 
how are they supposed to have a relationship behind the wife’s back if the whole purpose 
of him going through this whole process was because the king didn’t want them together 
at all. 
6. Candice: Okay, but they can sneak that’s the whole point [INAUDIBLE]. 
7. [Multiparty talk] 
8. Anita:  He’s the king.  You can’t hide from the king. 
Both Candice and Anita drew upon cultural models to further their understanding of what was 
possible in this story.  Candice argued that the king would not let the courtier divorce; however, 
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she suggested that he would allow the lady to divorce.  She based her argument on her model of 
justification for a divorce.  If the courtier were unfaithful to his wife, then his wife had grounds 
for divorce, and Candice suggested that the king would recognize that.  She drew on her idea of 
justice as she knew it in the 21st century in the United States.  Moreover, she drew on a 
contemporary feminist paradigm that suggests a woman could leave a man if he were unfaithful.  
In line 1, Candice argued that the lady “would want to be like, ‘Okay, I’m done with you.’”  
Candice positioned the lady as having some agency in this relationship, even though in the text, 
she had no choice over whether or not she married him in the first place.  Candice’s cultural 
model of a relationship was based on her current paradigm of the world, which she applied to the 
context of the story even though it was not in alignment with the story.  On the other hand, Anita 
employed the cultural models embedded in the text to further her comprehension and to 
challenge Candice’s argument, a valued move in this community of practice.  Anita pointed out 
that the whole point of the king’s actions were to keep the princess and courtier apart, so there 
was no way he would allow the courtier to divorce and then be with his daughter.  When Candice 
suggested that the couple could “sneak,” Anita inserted her cultural model of a king by arguing, 
“He’s the king.  You can’t hide from the king.”  Her knowledge of kings matched the model of 
the king implicit in the story; therefore, she made a logical inference of this text.  Candice’s 
cultural models conflicted with those in the story, and as a result, she struggled to make a strong 
argument based on the text.  Candice ascribed the lady with power that was not available to her 
in the text.  In this instance, Candice might have made a stronger case if she recognized that her 
own cultural models were competing with the text or at least recognized that the text provided 
the relevant context to understand the implicit cultural models.   
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 In the same lesson, students struggled to understand the relationship between the king and 
his daughter, the princess, because of competing cultural models.  Jessica began the discussion 
with the following question: 
9. Jessica:  Why do you think that the king set this thing up in such a way that it would hurt 
his daughter like no matter which door the dude chooses?  And, I mean, because it says 
that he loves his daughter a lot, but why would he [INAUDIBLE]. 
Embedded in Jessica’s question were conflicting cultural models about parenthood, specifically, 
what it means for a father to love his daughter.  Students struggled to respond to this question in 
a way that fit with the text.  However, Moshen offered an understanding of the king as a father 
that was in alignment with the story: 
10. Moshen:  I think he did it just for more like personal [INAUDIBLE], and stuff.  Like I 
think he loved his daughter, like in that situation he loved his daughter.  But I don’t think 
he -he loved his daughter, but I think he loved entertainment more than his daughter. 
11. RH:  Is there evidence in the story to back that up?  What do you know from the story that 
says that? 
12. Moshen:  Because he really loved his daughter, and he knew his daughter loved the boy.  
So you know that if you put the boy in the arena, and [INAUDIBLE].  And you know that 
you’re going to be hurting or killing him. 
13. RH:  So what evidence do you have that he loved his daughter? 
14. [Multiparty talk] 
15. Sanida:  Alright, on 324 it says, 
16. M: Where? 
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17. Sanida: in the last paragraph, it says, ‘This semi-barbaric king had a daughter as blooming 
as his most florid fancies, and with a soul as fervent and imperious as his own. As is usual 
in such cases, she was the apple of his eye, and was loved by him above all humanity.’ 
Moshen’s inference, that the king loved his daughter, but “he loved entertainment more than his 
daughter” made sense given the text, but he struggled to offer direct evidence to show that the 
king loved his daughter, which Sanida stepped in to provide. Jennifer further suggested that the 
king did not care about his daughter’s feelings drawing on her cultural model of love to support 
her argument. 
18. Jennifer:  I feel that he just did it because he doesn’t care about his daughter’s feelings. All 
he cares about is his self.  He’s being selfish.  Because when you love somebody there’s 
nothing more powerful than love.  And so she loves him, and he doesn’t like him.  He’s 
going to be doing everything in his power for them not to be together. 
19. Candice: how would you know 
20. RH:  Go ahead, [INAUDIBLE] 
21. Linnette:  At first he don’t want them to be well, he don’t want them to be together, so he 
thought that if he had like a prettier girl that they wouldn’t get back together.   
22. Santiago:  I think he was just a hater. 
23. RH: Say that again 
24. Linnette:  Or maybe he doesn’t want them to be together. 
25. RH:  Who’s “he?”  The king? 
26. Linnette:  Yeah. 
27. RH:  Okay.  So let her finish. 
28. Linnette:  So he found a prettier girl that he would like so they wouldn’t go back together.   
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Jennifer indicated that her cultural model of love was not in alignment with the story, as she 
argued that the king did not love his daughter based on what she knows about love. She appeared 
to recognize both the cultural model in the story as well as her own.  Linnette also drew on her 
own cultural model of love.  Her supposition that the king would find a “prettier girl” was based 
on her social theory that boys like pretty girls and that love is based on appearance.  However, 
Linnette imposed her model of love on the story to make this inference even though nowhere in 
the story did it suggest that the lady behind the door is prettier than the princess.  Unlike Jennifer, 
Linnette did not seem to recognize that there was a divergent cultural model within the story. 
As discussion of the king’s love for his daughter continued, many of the students drew on 
their own cultural models of a father’s love to defend the king’s actions.  As a result, they 
struggled to understand the king’s character and his motives.   
29. Stuart:  I think like what Sanida said about the king didn’t love her but she’s the one that 
disobeyed him.  I think this is also a punishment.  Because like his part of this was to 
either die or go with someone else that he didn’t love.  The princess’s punishment was to 
see her love die, or to watch her love go away. 
30. Abel:  Well, I think it’s because of enjoyment, because he wants like enjoyment. Because 
that’s like their -- 
31. Jaslyn:  Entertainment. 
32. Abel: sport.  Yeah, entertainment.  And then to like spice things up he told her that those 
doors lead to the tiger or to the woman, I was wondering why did he do it. 
33. RH:  Okay.  Santiago, and then 
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34. Santiago:  In my opinion, I think he did that because he just he wanted to protect her.  
Maybe something happened to her, or something happened to someone that he loved that 
he thinks is going to happen to his daughter.  So he just don’t want it to happen. 
35. Katherine:  Or maybe he just like he always wanted her to think like he’s a good father.  
Instead of helping her, and protecting her, he’s hurting her. 
36. RH:  Stuart? 
37. Stuart:  I’m actually responding to what Linnette said [INAUDIBLE] lower class of a 
person and really the king wants like Linnette said that the king wants the best for her.  He 
means that he wants [INAUDIBLE] take care of his daughter.  So. 
38. RH:  Okay.  Aalyiah. 
39. Aalyiah: To add on to what Anita said like I think he does want the best for her.  But like I 
think it’s also because like, - okay, that was like that’s how like everybody said, okay, if 
you were poor, you would marry like a person in the poor section.  And I don’t think the 
king wanted to like go against that, because like I think he thought about like I think he 
thought more about what everybody else thought about him.  Like he wouldn’t like really 
want to change things. And it’s just for us now, because we’re looking at it like in the past 
like, “Oh, why did they do that?  That was so brutal.”  But maybe like that’s not how they 
thought back then. 
With the exception of Abel, the students based their comprehension of the king on a common 
cultural model of parenthood, specifically that a father wants what is best for his daughter.  
Although Abel contended that the father was just entertaining himself, he still said: “I was 
wondering why did he do it,” suggesting that this paradigm of fatherhood was incomprehensible 
to him.  This response was consistent for students regardless of their own cultural backgrounds; 
Hennessy   
    
130 
however, it was incongruous with the story, as there was no evidence that the king wanted what 
was best for his daughter even though she was described as the “apple of his eye.”   Mirabelle 
stepped outside of this model to restate Moshen and Jennifer’s earlier arguments that the king 
was actually selfish.   
40. Mirabelle:  Well, I think that he did what he did for a couple of reasons.  One I think is 
because he loved his daughter so much that he might get, in a way, jealous. But because 
it’s like he may think that he’s losing her, in a way.  Because, okay, she found somebody 
that she loved, and that she wanted to be with.  And that person is not in the same level, 
like they’re not he’s not rich like - them.  So I think that’s one.  And another thing I think 
is because because he was selfish.  Because if that’s what his daughter really wanted, he 
should know and when you love someone so much, you want the best for them, and you 
want for them to be happy.  And in this situation, he basically –he didn’t want his daughter 
to be happy.  He just wanted – he just want I don’t know. 
41. Candice:  He didn’t want the best for her. 
42. Mirabelle:  Yeah, he didn’t want the best for her.  Because probably for him that was the 
best thing, but for him, but it’s not the best thing for her. 
Mirabelle hypothesized that this is a jealous love grounded in the king’s fear of losing his 
daughter and/or he did not want her to marry out of her own economic class.  In both theories, 
she was able to connect her own cultural models to evidence in the text.  When she posited that 
he was selfish, the conflict between her model of love and the one in the story became apparent.  
She explained her model in line 40, “when you love someone so much you want the best for 
them….” but she saw this was incongruous with the text, so she positioned the cultural model in 
the context of the story when she said “in this situation.”  She then stated, “He just wanted – he 
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just want- I don’t know,” showing that she struggled to understand the king.  Candice picked up 
on Mirabelle’s argument and noted that “He didn’t want the best for her,” and Mirabelle was 
able to complete her theory that the king acted in his own self-interest. 
Despite Mirabelle’s logical argument, Leroy still struggled to connect the evidence that the 
father loved his daughter with the possibility of his not wanting her to be happy. 
43. Leroy:  Alright.  Look, you’re all saying like he loves his daughter so much.  But how can 
you love a person so if he loved his daughter so much, why would he do that to her?  Why 
would he put her lover in a situation like that? 
44. Anita: Exactly 
45. Leroy:  If he loved her so much, he should just like let her be happy with who she’s with, 
instead of her instead of him wanting her to be with somebody like another a prince, or 
something.  He should be happy if he loves her so much, he should be happy with what 
she’s got. 
The cultural model of a father and daughter relationship that was most familiar to the students 
was incongruous with the possibilities in the text.  As a result, students struggled to understand 
the father’s reasoning, so they attempted to make inferences that were not well-supported by the 
reading.  Even when the few students like Mirabelle and Moshen suggested that the king did not 
put his daughter’s welfare first, it was unfathomable to many, as Leroy showed when he asked: 
“Why would he do that to her?”  As the discussion continued, and I pushed for textual evidence, 
Candice was able to make a stronger argument. 
46. RH:  Okay.  I want you to go to the text for that, because look at what it says carefully, 
because I think it will tell you what was really going on.  Alright, Candice. 
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47. Candice:  Yes.  So I think that the father did this because everybody knows how he’s all 
barbaric and stuff like that.  He doesn’t care what anybody else has to say, or anybody else 
feels, or anything.  And although he loves his daughter dearly, he still is going to do want 
what he wants.  So whether his daughter likes it or not, he’s going to not have that boy 
marry her because of his insanity. 
Candice used the language from the story, “barbaric” which described the king, to support her 
theory.  This textual evidence coupled with the king’s actions helped Candice make the inference 
that the king was insane and therefore capable of putting himself ahead of his daughter even 
though he loved her.  While she made a logical inference at this point, her cultural models 
trumped the text as she tried to comprehend the princess’s actions.   
48. RH: You guys are having all these great ideas about whether or not he [the king] loves her 
or not.  And I want you to connect someone to connect this to the Princess. 
49. Anita:  Oh!  Oh! 
50. RH: Anita 
51. Leroy:  what do you mean by connect it though 
52. Anita:  Okay first of all could you just elaborate a little on what you mean by connecting it 
53. Candice:  Oh, I know, I know! 
54. RH:  Go ahead. 
55. Candice:  Alright.  So she’s saying it’s ooh, this is so good.  I’ve got it.  Ha ha. 
56. Sanida:  There she goes. 
57. Candice:  Okay.  Don’t you love how we’re all saying if the king loved his daughter, then 
he wouldn’t put her into danger.  So his daughter’s in this position like if my father really 
loves me as much as he says he loves me, he wouldn’t have hurt me like the way he’s 
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hurting me.  Putting me into a rock and a hard place.  And he’s saying and she’s thinking 
the same thing, “I’m not going to hurt my love the way my Dad’s hurting me.  So I’m 
going to let him live.”   
58. Sanida: Whoo!   
59. Anita: That was good. 
60. RH:  Would anyone like to take this up? 
61. Leroy:  Take what? 
62. RH:  What she just said. 
63. Sanida: I agree 
64. [Multiparty talk] 
65. M: what about the tiger? 
66. Candice: I thought that too, but now I’m persuaded to go to the opposite side. 
Instead of drawing on the text for evidence (which states that the princess is semi-barbaric like 
her father), Candice assumed that she and the princess shared a cultural model of father-daughter 
relationships.  As a result, she concluded that the princess would reject her father’s model of love 
and instead act in the best interest of her lover and spare his life.  Candice acknowledged the 
shift in her thinking as a result of the discussion. 
67. Mirabelle:  I think okay.  Going now to the princess if she supposedly loves her loved one 
so much, then why didn’t she stand up for herself?  Because, okay, so she loves her dad.  
Okay.  She loves him, and her dad loves her.  And then he’s choosing what was 
supposedly best for her.  But then if you supposedly loved this guy so much, then why 
couldn’t she try to do something about it like to help to prevent like all this stuff that 
happened. 
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68. RH:  So answer that.  That’s what I’m getting at.  And that’s what Candice just said 
something about it.  Go ahead. 
69. Leroy:  That was basically saying like she the Princess was like her father.  She could be 
kind of barbaric too. 
70. S: Yeah 
71. Leroy: She’s very like she probably don’t care if she if her lover dies, because she can find 
another one. 
72. Anita: Is there a part two to this story? 
73. RH:  Hold on one second.  What’s your point?  Finish. 
74. Leroy:  I’m trying to find - I’m trying I don’t know.   
75. Abel: he said why couldn’t she stand up for herself to her father?   
76. Leroy:  Because she probably didn’t care about him.  She probably thought she did, but 
she probably didn’t. 
Leroy drew a logical inference about the princess based on the information the author provides 
the readers.  However, Leroy’s argument got lost as I pushed for more evidence and did not give 
it the attention that it merited.   
77. RH:  So connect that.  That’s what I’m trying to connect the king and the princess.  Evie. 
78. Evie:  I think that she did stand up for herself about the lover and everything.  I think 
she’d be put in that trial thing.  But maybe she didn’t want [INAUDIBLE]. 
79. RH:  Okay.  But you’re taking it somewhere else.  Anita. 
80. Anita:  Um you have to um instead of thinking of it as how we would think of it today or 
how we would handle the situation think about how it would be back in the day. It said in 
here that “never before had such a dearly beloved daughter of the king.  And down here it 
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says “whether or not [INAUDIBLE] wrong, allowing himself to fall in love with the 
princess”  this is saying that he’s not supposed to be in love with the princess.  So if she 
would have stood up to the king, then he would have like he would have probably got 
mad, because he knows that she knows that she’s not supposed to be falling in love with 
somebody in a lower class, when she’s supposed to be marrying a prince.  That’s why she 
didn’t stand up to him like she knows that she’s supposed [INAUDIBLE]. 
Anita encouraged her peers to step out of their own cultural models to consider the context as it 
was laid out in the text. 
Discussion: Supporting Students’ Discursive Movement 
In this discussion, some tension surfaced between the students and myself because I 
wanted them to get somewhere that they were not getting.  On the one hand I asked them to play 
“guess what’s in my head” but on the other hand, I wanted them to use the text as evidence for 
their arguments, and rather than impose their own cultural models on the story, to use their 
cultural models in contrast to the story.  So rather than assume that the characters in the story 
shared their own models of love and relationships, I pushed for them to recognize how these 
relationship paradigms might differ based on evidence in the reading.  During this literacy event, 
I privileged the text over the models that students indexed.  While their models were valuable 
and valid, they also needed to step out of them to do a close reading of a text.  Making the 
competing cultural models explicit (i.e., this is what “we” think a father-daughter relationship 
should be like versus this is what the author’s model of this relationship is like) may have helped 
them to push past those ideas to look more carefully at the text.  Moreover, a critical literacy 
stance (see chapter two) could have served as a useful vehicle here to help us deconstruct cultural 
models in texts if we looked at how women and fathers are constructed to support larger cultural 
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models in society.  Explicit emphasis on cultural models may have also helped the 
comprehension process when students’ ideas began to compete with one another.   
While I found room for pedagogical improvement in this event, overall, the ways of 
interacting served students well in this instance.  The discussion format enabled students such as 
Jennifer, Moshen, Anita and Mirabelle whose arguments aligned with the text, to challenge 
others to think beyond their initial inferences to understand that the characters in the story did not 
necessarily adhere to students’ models of how people behave in relationships.  As a result, other 
students began to understand the characters’ motives and showed stronger comprehension of the 
text.  Moreover, my analysis of this event prompted me to change my instructional practice.  I 
have since embedded explicit discussion of cultural models into pre-reading activities in my 
classroom. 
 
Cultural Models Conflicting Across Students 
At times, students’ cultural models conflicted with one another.  These competing 
theories illustrated how a single text elicited divergent social theories within the class 
community.  Because we created a dialogic space that moved beyond a single way of knowing, 
students respectfully disagreed with one another as they took up their own positions, and no one 
tried to muscle his or her postulation over another.  Evidence of students’ divergent cultural 
models surfaced in our discussion of “Elena,” a poem by Pat Mora (2000) about a Spanish-
speaking woman who is trying to learn English so she can continue to communicate with her 
children even though her husband does not support her English studies.  In Episode 14, Stuart, 
Abel and Aalyiah demonstrated competing cultural models of husbands and fathers, and their 
respectful disagreement with one another.   
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Episode 14: “Why couldn’t the husband just learn with her?” 
1. Stuart:  Back to “Elena,” why couldn’t the husband just learn -- wait.  Yeah.  Why 
couldn’t the husband just learn with her?  Like why does he have to be so -- what’s 
another word?   
2. Candice:  Set in his ways. 
3. Stuart:  Huh? 
4. M: jealous 
5. Candice:  I said just set in his ways.   
6. Stuart:  Yeah, why does he have to be so jealous?  Why can’t he just follow her and do 
the same thing that she’s doing?  And instead of being rude toward her, he could also 
support her, and he could help himself. 
7. Aalyiah: Wait, how do you know [INAUDIBLE]? 
8. Candice:  Because they didn’t want – he didn’t know English, because – and then, I 
mean, she’s saying that she gets the book.  She’s trying to learn English.  The son says he 
doesn’t want her to be smarter than him.  So he was like [INAUDIBLE] about her getting 
the book.  If she read the book, and knew how to speak English, then she’ll become 
smarter, because she knows English now.  He doesn’t.  That’s why he doesn’t want her to 
learn, because he doesn’t know.  [INAUDIBLE]. But don’t you know how you’re like, 
“Oh, why didn’t he learn too?”  Because he’s so used to speaking Spanish because he’s 
from Mexico he’s just set in his ways.  He wants to do what he wants to do.  He wants his 
family to be the same way in Mexico.  He wants to be in control. 
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9. Stuart:  But so does she.  So does all of them in his family.  Their all first language that 
they had was Spanish.  They still advanced to learn English.  So why couldn’t he still 
[INAUDIBLE].   
10. Candice:  Because he’s stuck in his ways. 
11. Abel:  He probably had the [INAUDIBLE] time to put the time in support the family.  So 
like at the end of the day he had a drink probably with a buddy, or something, or by 
himself.  So he was probably like he wanted to have fun he doesn’t want to think. 
12. Aalyiah:  To add on to what Candice said, He is stuck in his ways because, okay, he’s 
sitting there like, “Okay, I know Spanish only, and my wife learned Spanish,” or 
whatever.  So when his wife starts learning like he feels like he’s the only one that’s just 
like sitting back, taking a drink, frowning that his wife is learning more than him, and 
stuff like that.  So I think that’s why -- like and plus he’s lazy.  Like if he really wanted it 
that bad, he would learn English, and be with his wife, and support her and everything if 
he really wanted to, but he didn’t.  So I don’t even think that’s on his wife.  That’s on 
him. 
Stuart posited that the father is “rude” and “jealous” for not supporting his wife’s desire to learn 
English.  He employed a cultural model of a father as a family man who should support his wife 
and want to “advance” by learning English as well.  Abel suggested instead that the father could 
be tired from working hard, and at the end of the day, he would prefer to have “a drink probably 
with a buddy, or something, or by himself” as he does not want to think, but wants to have fun.  
Aalyiah drew from several of the models, agreeing that the husband was “stuck in his ways” and 
was “just like sitting back, taking a drink, frowning” as his wife tried to learn.  However, she 
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refuted Abel’s hypothesis that he wanted to unwind at the end of the day and instead posited that, 
“he’s lazy.”   
While each student posed a different theory to explain the father’s behavior, each theory 
was reasonable.  The students respectfully disagreed with one another; yet no one acknowledged 
the diverse positionings that surfaced.  I could have stepped in and made these conflicting 
models explicit and engaged students in a discussion about different interpretations of texts.  
This may have further benefited students to think beyond the notion that there is only one right 
answer, and instead increased their understanding of how our cultural models, combined with 
evidence from the text, help us to make inferences.   
Conflicting cultural models surfaced again in our discussion of Langston Hughes’s 
(1951/1994) “Theme for English B.”  Moshen and Ahmed, both African-American boys, offered 
conflicting explanations for how one learns to be racist. These different positions yielded 
different interpretations of the same text; yet, as in the previous episode, this space allowed 
students to disagree respectfully as each student built his argument.  
Episode 15: “They like put stuff into their heads.” 
1. Ahmed: To add on to that, like, back then white people, like their children, they like put 
stuff into their heads that made them like they didn’t just grow up to hate black people.  
They grew up because like their parents told them to like basically hate them, like them, 
or whatever.  And like the white the white students would be like very disrespectful to the 
black teachers.  That’s what I think.  And like - 
2. Santiago:  Well, if he’s in a class where there’s all black I think basically it would be the 
same poem but the last line would probably be like I’m more free than you. 
3. Ahmed: [laughs] 
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4. RH:  Go ahead, Mohammad. 
5. Moshen:  I want to say um I want to bring up what Ahmed’s saying that they grew up, 
and their parents told them like to hate black people. I don’t think that the parents really 
hated black people.  I think that like when they’re [INAUDIBLE] that’s what it means, to 
see like the white and the black people not going together. They think that the white 
people like think that they are better than the black people.  I don’t think that the parents 
were like oh hate black people because they are black.  I think that’s because they see 
[INAUDIBLE]. 
Moshen and Ahmed offered competing theories for the development of racism in white people.  
Ahmed suggested that racism is explicitly taught from one generation to the next, while Moshen 
contended that it is learned more subtly.   
6. RH: [revoicing Evie’s question] So how does the loneliness of the speaker in “Theme for 
English B,” how does his loneliness compare to the loneliness of Elena?  Great question. 
7. Sanida:  What was like the question?  Their loneliness?  Like what kind of answer you 
looking for? 
8. Evie:  Like if their loneliness compares.  Cause you know how he’s by himself.  He’s the 
only colored person in the class.  And she’s trying to learn English, but no one’s helping 
her out.  So if their loneliness compares. 
9. Moshen:  I think like um when you think about it, you don’t think that [INAUDIBLE] 
you don’t think about them being white.  [INAUDIBLE]. 
10. RH:  Hold off for a second there.  Let me just clarify what you just said.  So you don’t 
think he’s lonely? 
11. Moshen:  No. [INAUDIBLE]. 
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12. RH:  Is there any difference in how they speak?  Go ahead.  Take that up. 
13. Ahmed:  I disagree, because there was a class, like basically a class like us, full of white 
people, and he was the only black person.  He had no one to talk to, like he can’t 
communicate because like they hate him, probably.  I don’t know if they do, but that’s 
what I’m thinking.  And like he’s kind of lonely, from my perspective.   
Moshen theorized that the narrator in the poem was not lonely as the only black man in a class 
full of white people, whereas Ahmed suggested that he could not even communicate in such a 
class because they probably all hated him.  Each student’s inference was logical given his own 
cultural model of racism.   
Discussion: Making Cultural Models Explicit 
It might have been useful to trace each student’s argument and ask the class if either is 
more logical.  Further, as a class, we could have looked at where our arguments came from and 
considered how our own experiences shaped our reading of texts.  Unpacking the effects of 
cultural models on our inferences of texts may also have allowed students to understand that 
there is not always a “right” answer, but instead that comprehension of texts is grounded in the 
reader’s cultural models and lived experiences.  Competing cultural models are not necessarily 
bad, but students may be hurt academically if they choose the wrong answer on a high-stakes 
multiple-choice test.  As Lisa Gonsalves (2006) reported in her analysis of data from the 
Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS), “Students rely on prior knowledge 
when they cannot comprehend what is implied in a text” (p. 10).  By making cultural 
positionings more explicit in the classroom, students may have been better prepared to see 
beyond their own cultural models to engage in a deeper conceptual analysis and understanding of 
a text.  
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Cultural Models Conflicting with the Teacher 
When competing cultural models surfaced during discussions, the students respectfully 
disagreed with one another.   Moreover, there were many times when one student persuaded 
another to rethink his or her ideas.  However, when students’ cultural models competed with my 
cultural models, I could not always find a productive “third space” (Gutiérrez, Rymes, & Larson, 
1995).  Instead I sometimes tried to trump my students’ cultural models with my own.  Although 
this action conflicted with my intention to create a dialogic space, at times I fell into this role and 
as a result, constrained learning opportunities.  An example of this occurred during the lesson 
“The Suitors with the Original Swag” (described in chapter four).  In this lesson, students 
compared lines from The Odyssey with lines from the rap song “Swagga Like Us” (Harris, 
Carter, West, Carter, Arulpragasam, Headon, Jones, Pentz, Simonon, & Strummer, 2008). In this 
episode, I asked students to offer any similarities between the story and the song. 
Episode 15: “Trash Talking.” 
1. RH: Okay.  Anyone have any similarities? 
2. Candice:  I do.   
3. RH:  Let’s just go right to the similarities 
4. Candice:  Okay, so “If you ain't livin' what you kickin', then your worthless” Okay that 
part he says you’re worthless that part 
5. RH: Yup 
6. Candice: He’s like trying to say like you’re worthless and then this part he’s like rashing 
on someone like he’s like rashing on someone? 
7. RH: Yup 
Hennessy   
    
143 
8. Candice: and then um in the other part it says “Rabble-rousing fool, now what’s this talk” 
like he’s like making it um – talking trash about someone 
9. RH:  Yeah, there’s a lot of talking trash there 
10. Candice: yeah 
11. RH: Good 
12. Leroy:  Hold on. Hold on.  The first one, I don’t think what she said was kind of right 
13. RH: Why? 
14. Leroy: it’s not - when you say - he’s not talking trash, he is just saying if you’re not 
living what you are saying, if you are saying something but you are not living that you’re 
not doing it 
15. [multiparty talk] 
Leroy asserted topic control with his use of “hold on” in line 12.  He enacted his agency 
evidenced by his stopping the discussion and his challenge to Candice, both moves 
demonstrating his full participation in the literacy event.  Sometimes the competing cultural 
models incited more participation from students raising their level of interest and engagement as 
tension surfaced from the discussion of “trash talking.”  The multiparty talk in line 15 reflected 
this level of engagement.   
16. Leroy: No it’s not talking trash. Say I say I’m going to do this, I’m going to beat you at 
basketball, but I really play golf.   
17. [laughter] 
18. RH:  But what if you do play basketball and you say I’m going to beat you at basketball? 
19. Candice: and then once you start playing basketball 
20. Jaslyn: you’re not even shooting baskets 
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21. Candice:  and then okay you are not saying what you are doing; you are not doing what 
you are saying 
22. Leroy: yeah 
23. Ahmed: you’re proving his point 
24. Candice:  I’m proving his point? 
25. Ahmed: You’re proving his point 
26. Candice: Okay but you’re saying you’re worthless. Worthless is not a compliment.  You 
want to take worthless as a compliment? And you wouldn’t take calling someone a fool a 
compliment either.  So that’s a comparison. 
27. RH:  I agree with Candice.  I think there is a little bit of trash talking, not to anyone in 
particular. 
28. Candice:  It’s not real trash talking. It’s just like calling names, worthless and fool. 
My entrance into this debate constrained learning opportunities: it silenced Leroy because I 
positioned my authority with Candice; it caused Candice to let up on her own argument, as 
evident by her use of the qualifier in line 28: “not real trash talking.  It’s just like calling 
names…” in order to situate her identity with Leroy, who had a lot of social capital, and away 
from the teacher, an older, white woman and in effect, away from her Discourse as student who 
might agree with the teacher.  It prevented me from understanding the cultural model Leroy put 
forth because he did not have the opportunity to defend it since I interrupted his argument in line 
18.  Leroy’s use of the intensifier “just” in line 14 suggested that my understanding of “trash 
talking” was not the same as his: maybe talking trash is a more serious act than what the rappers 
are doing and maybe Leroy understood this better than I did.  If this were true then perhaps 
Candice, who may also have had a better sense of “real” trash talking than I did (or at least 
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shared Leroy’s model of it), came to understand that this was in fact “not real trash talking” as 
she asserted in line 28. Moreover, Candice’s use of “you” in line 26 suggested that she was 
talking directly to Leroy, and when she said, “you wouldn’t take…” she further suggested that 
she and Leroy shared a cultural model because she knew he would not take worthless as a 
compliment.  Using this evidence of their shared cultural model, I further see my own 
understanding of “trash talking” as an outsider’s view, while Candice and Leroy came to agree 
that it was not “real” trash talking.  
  
Discussion: Making Room for Divergent Cultural Models 
When the teacher draws upon a different cultural model than her students, there is a 
potential imbalance in the discursive space (Michaels, 1981).  If I do not understand the cultural 
models that Leroy brings to a text, then I can easily misunderstand his interpretation of that text.  
Moreover, I can shut him down in the classroom and as a result, affect how he views himself as a 
student.  Within the classroom, the teacher is laden with power, consequently, so are her cultural 
models.  This was apparent in our discussion of “The Lady or the Tiger?” and “talking trash.”  
As much as I attempted to create a dialogic space, sometimes my “right” answer dominated the 
discourse.  In effect, my cultural models trumped the students’ cultural models as being the 
“right” ones.  This is problematic and complex because at the societal level, often my cultural 
models (as a white, middle-class and older person) do trump those of my students.   
Teachers and students should learn to recognize how their cultural models affect their 
interpretation of a text.  Particularly as the teacher, with a particular kind of power in the space, I 
need to routinely interrogate the lens with which I understand texts and remain open to diverse 
interpretations that come from reading the same text with a different lens.  As Gee (2001) posits, 
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“[M]eaning in language is tied to people’s experiences of situated action in the material and 
social world” (p. 715).  Furthermore, he suggests that meaning is not a mere embodiment of 
facts, but representations of experience and therefore value-laden.  This study raised my 
awareness of how cultural models play out in the academic space.  In particular, it has shed light 
on who stands to benefit in the classroom when his or her cultural models are most congruent 
with those of the academic texts and the teacher.  
As the documented literacy events showed, meaning is not static, but rather is ever 
changing as it interacts with other meanings.  This is dialogism.  Within a dialogic site of 
practice, participants are able to take up a variety of narratives, present them to others and 
contest or accept as they see fit.  Overall, engagement in this community of practice allowed 
participants to do this.  Had this been a monologic site of practice characterized primarily by a 
dominant language and right answers, students would be pushed to draw upon the cultural 
models ascribed by me, the teacher.  The context would silence students and prevent the type of 
discursive shifting evident in this dialogic space.  Instead, this academic space can generally be 
characterized as one that welcomed the heteroglossia inherent in a diverse discursive setting, 
defined by the tension, unity, privileging and overall activity that occurred within the intersection 
of utterances.  Landay (2007) notes: 
“[H]eteroglossia suggests that in a productive language-learning environment, the learner 
is subject to a rich and varied range of utterances and is encouraged to participate in the 
discourse.  In this setting, the speaking subject both absorbs and works with language, 
putting it to use, then interrogating it through interpretation, analysis, reflection, and 
revision.” (111) 
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The overall patterns of the data as laid out in this chapter suggest that this site, which broadened 
the discursive space, allowed for a productive heteroglossia.  Language in this classroom was 
dialogized.  As Holquist (1981) notes, “Undialogized language is authoritative or absolute” (p. 
426-7).  If I discounted the cultural models that my students bring to the classroom, if I 
consistently trumped those models and their meaning with my own, in effect, I would have 
negated their experiences in the world, strained their relationships with school, and hindered 
their self-efficacy and growth as learners.   
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Chapter Six 
Counternarratives 
 
In an attempt to level the playing field of the discursive space in my classroom, I 
intentionally set out to disrupt the dominant narrative that situates some ways with words as 
having more value than others.  Within this inside-out discursive context, a counternarrative in 
and of itself, the ways of interacting, representing and being were fluid, as my students and I 
came to collectively define our community of practice.  The discursive fluidity in this space was 
meant to be in contrast to a monologic context with restrictive parameters around language and 
learning.  As this research is situated in a sociocognitive and sociocultural framework, I view 
learning as cognitive movement that requires a fluid discursive space in which students can 
engage in dialogism while taking up multiple Discourses.   
The purpose of this chapter is to illustrate the cognitive movement of two students in this 
setting, who had very different experiences both within and beyond our classroom.  While in 
chapters four and five I intended to provide a macro-view of the language and learning of the 
class as a whole, I also wanted to provide a micro-view of that experience and so decided to 
zoom in on two students.  Through a concentrated lens on the discourse of these two students, I 
analyzed their language in action then situated that analysis across local, institutional and societal 
domains to deepen my understanding of learning for these students in this space and time.  I 
chose these two particular students because of their very different experiences and because of 
their interesting contributions to the discursive space.  For both students, this space offered 
opportunities for learning.  In some ways, this space may have been more constricting for Stuart, 
a white male, than for Sanida, an African American female.  Stuart’s out-of-school experience, 
as a white male, offered him an invisible privilege (McIntosh, 1988) that he did not carry within 
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the classroom or school community.  As a counternarrative, this academic space sometimes 
conflicted with messages in the larger societal space regarding language, literacies, race and 
culture.  However, as I will illustrate, the space also provided both students with opportunities to 
take up multiple and sometimes conflicting Discourses especially as related to language, race, 
gender and identity.  Furthermore, both students engaged in multiple cognitive shifts throughout 
the school year as they worked to make sense of their own positionalities in relation to language, 
race, gender and identity.  
 
Sanida 
Sanida is a dark-skinned African American girl with a big personality, characterized by 
her strong voice, quick wit and bodacious laugh.  She is both sensitive and resilient.  A natural 
extrovert, she easily makes friends and had a strong presence in the classroom.  Whether she was 
in class, on her lunch break, or in my room after school, she loved to engage in discussion, and 
she frequently came by to hang out and talk.  Her insightful and reflective disposition always 
impressed me.  Although she possesses a sharp intellect and performed well on some 
assignments, her overall poor work habits and frequent absences hindered her academic success.  
Each term her grades across all classes fell in the C and D range.  She was often overwhelmed by 
the amount of work she had to do, and she struggled to balance academics with her social and 
extracurricular activities. 
Throughout the academic year of this study, Sanida wrestled with the big ideas that 
surfaced in our class, particularly around race, gender and language.  As evident in the class 
transcripts, her discourse illustrated her attempts to untangle complex issues.  Sanida took up 
multiple Discourses throughout the school year, which were enacted by her and recognized by 
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others in particular ways.  As she explored her own subjectivity, she examined multiple and 
sometimes conflicting cultural models available to her within local, institutional and societal 
domains.  She transcended fixed discursive spaces through agentic moves that allowed her to 
write and rewrite her own Discourses of race and language.  Overall, this was a productive 
learning space for Sanida. 
The first two transcripts that follow, taken from lessons that were only a few weeks apart, 
demonstrate the tension that she experienced in her learning process.  The first excerpt comes 
from a graded seminar, a Socratic-style seminar in which students were graded for their 
contributions to the discussion.  In this seminar, students were analyzing Langston Hughes’s 
(1951/1994) “Theme from English B.”  In the poem, the speaker is a student of color who is 
asked to go home and “write a page” for his white instructor. 
Episode 16: “Who is he?” 
1. RH:  Go ahead.  
2. Sanida:  Whatever he said, “and let the page come out of you.”  So no matter who you 
are, it’s going to come out of you, whether you’re white, black, purple, or green.  And 
like even if your professor is white, like, I mean, that page came from you, so who is he, 
being white or whomever, telling you like it’s not true? 
Sanida challenged the larger societal Discourse of school that gives teachers and professors the 
power to determine what is “true.”  She used the more personal pronoun “you” instead of 
referring to the speaker as a distant “he.”  She validated the individual experience, no matter 
what it is, “no matter who you are” as she said, “even if your professor is white.”  Sanida 
inferred that uneven power relations exist between a white instructor and a student of color, as 
her qualifier “even if” suggests that having a white instructor would further constrain one’s 
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agency, and yet, she argued, a student should resist domination and be true to him or herself.  
She further challenged the professor’s authority when she asked, “who is he?”  It does not matter 
if he is white or not, “he” can not tell “you” that your experience is not true.  This excerpt 
suggests that Sanida recognized her agency and control over her own education and a desire to 
be “true” to herself in the classroom with any teacher.  However, as the next transcript illustrates, 
this was not a fixed position.  Rather, Sanida moved back and forth across the discursive space 
taking up multiple positions and identities.  The episode that follows is taken from a lesson in 
which students were looking at popular songs for evidence of figurative language.    
 Episode 17: “I was getting too slangy.” 
1. Sanida:  I’m saying um like other rappers talk about like where they’re from and all that 
kind of stuff.  He say when he says “the spirit of a hustler and the swagger of a college 
kid” still like putting him in his place, even though he – he still got a swag like, - sorry. 
Um, yeah but, He’s still articulate.  
2. RH:  Why are you apologizing? 
3. Sanida:  Cause I don’t know.  I felt like I was getting too slangy.  
4. RH:  Oh, [laughter] keep going. 
Sanida felt the need to apologize for saying “he still got a swag like.”  The undercurrent of her 
apology implied that the classroom constrained language use, that it was not a place where she 
could get “too slangy,” even though I intended to debunk that idea.  Yet the larger social 
narrative around school informed her that school is a space with rigid language rules.  I 
responded with “oh” followed by light laughter and then told her to move on.  My response was 
noncommittal.  I did not accept her apology.  To do so would have been to acknowledge that the 
classroom was a monologic space.  I also did not tell her that it was okay to get “too slangy” if 
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that was the best way for her to express her ideas in this context.  My ambiguity may have sent 
her a mixed message about language use in this space, which was in conflict with my intention.  
Since I set out to create a dialogic classroom, I should have been explicit with Sanida at that 
moment.  However, I did refer back to her comment in a discussion about language that we had 
later in the year. 
The juxtaposition of episodes 16 and 17 indicates Sanida’s participation in conflicting 
and shifting Discourses of being a student.  In the first transcript, Sanida posited that the student 
in the poem has agency, but the student was referenced with the pronoun “you.”  She did not use 
“I” to position herself in this context and suggest what she might do, but she also did not use 
“he” which would further distance her from the scenario.  In the second episode, when Sanida 
was interacting with me, her white teacher, she apologized for the way she spoke.  In the one 
context she was talking about someone else, and from a removed position, she rejected the social 
narrative of racial and language domination in the classroom.  In the other context, when she was 
acting on her own behalf, she bought into what she thought her teacher and the setting called for.  
Sanida’s bold and empathetic character further complicated this.  She resisted yielding to the 
anonymous teacher in the poem, and yet, she positioned me as worthy of her respect, and 
therefore she apologized for her language for my sake even though I did not need her to.  While 
this is still an agentic move, in that she has chosen to take on what she believed was the 
appropriate Discourse, it contradicted her earlier stance, suggesting that Discourses are fluid and 
sometimes conflicting.  This pattern of shifting Discourses and cultural models continued for 
Sanida throughout the school year.  I offer several more examples of her discursive and cognitive 
movement before going into further discussion.   
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While reading Toni Morrison’s (1970) The Bluest Eye, students were asked to “translate” 
a piece of the text from an African American Southern dialect to Standard English.  Students 
then had to answer questions about the difference between the two ways of speaking, and 
discussion followed.     
 Episode 18: “Singling out the way people talk.” 
1. RH: Okay, good. Yeah. So all right, the next question is so what makes one standard and 
one not?  Go ahead Sanida? 
2. Sanida:  I don’t think there should be like a proper way of - not so much proper way of 
talking but like if there’s like singling out the way people talk in different areas so there 
shouldn’t be um one set way of talking.  Like there should be a way of conversating to 
certain people in certain places, but not to have like a proper language.  
In this argument, Sanida was trying to tease out the difference between having a “proper 
language” and language domination.  She began with a cognitive statement that there should not 
be a proper language, but then qualified this by saying “not so much” a proper language, as if a 
proper language in and of itself is not oppressive.  Her contention was with “singling out the way 
people talk in different areas.”  The expression “singling out” implies that some people are 
targeted for the way that they talk and this act of “singling out” is hurtful.  Sanida understood the 
link between language and power.  She argued against “one set way of talking” which 
contradicted her apology in the previous transcript.  However, she also suggested that context 
matters, arguing that there should be a way to speak “to certain people in certain places.”  This 
supports the continuity in her narrative about language appropriateness and context.  In a later 
discussion, Sanida told me that she talks to everyone differently, which explained why she felt 
the need to apologize to me when she got “too slangy” in episode 17.  Moreover, it suggests that 
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Sanida understood that language use is a matter of appropriateness rather than correctness 
(Delpit. 1988).  
The two excerpts that follow come from the same episode on dialect.  Our conversation 
turned to Barack Obama and his language choices.  
Episode 18: (continued) 
3. Sanida:  I would feel kind of like ashamed if – he presented himself like that way.  Not 
ashamed, but like that stereotypical way of how black people act  
4. Aaliyah: yeah 
5. Candice:  You’d be embarrassed. You wouldn’t want him to be like -- 
6. Sanida:  Yeah, exactly, exactly, so I’m glad. 
7. RH:  Why? 
8. Sanida:  Because I could see why -- 
9. Tamika:  He’s like representing us  
10. RH: Let Sanida finish her point. 
11. Sanida:  Like now I understand why you was asking that question because - -  
12. Candice:  Just answer the question. 
13. Sanida:  No, I’m trying to get to like - - because we’re talking about what’s proper and 
what’s not proper, but then again we’re going to be mad about how Barack Obama is 
talking and not like us, so that’s why I said that.  Do you understand? 
14. RH: I think so.  
15. [Multiparty talk] 
16. RH: I think what – are you saying that you would have been ashamed if he did not speak 
in that professional dialect?  
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17. Sanida:  Yeah, but then we’re like going against it  
18. Aaliyah: yeah 
19. Sanida: like saying what’s wrong and what’s not. 
Sanida’s affective statement in line 3 linked her personally to Obama.  She deepened this 
connection in her use of  “ashamed” as if he were a family member or an intimate friend.  
Tamika validated this personal connection by stating that Obama was representing “us.”  This 
was personal to Sanida and Tamika as African Americans.  It should be noted here that all of the 
other students who spoke in this excerpt are also African American. 
  Sanida hedged her argument and qualified what she meant by “that way... that 
stereotypical way of how black people act.”  In lines 4 and 5, others joined in to construct a 
collaborative argument.  However, the evidence indicates that in this learning context Sanida had 
the space to recognize the contradictions in the argument and in the Discourses that she took up.   
She said, “now I understand” in line 11 to show that she recognized the complexity and 
conflicting messages around language and race that I hoped she would consider.  In lines 13 and 
17, she implied that we were all engaged in conflicting subjectivities.  Her use of the pronoun 
“we” was inclusive of her classmates.   When she said, “we’re like going against it,” she 
suggested that there was tension in the argument.  She and others argued at once that one 
language should not be privileged over others, and then they privileged that very language by 
stating that they would be embarrassed if Obama did not use it.   
Sanida’s Discourses on language and race were at once in alignment and in conflict with 
the larger social narratives.  This was confusing and contradictory, so she struggled to build 
coherent reasoning.  However, she was given the space in this academic setting to explore these 
ideas.  Moreover, she owned her right to having that space.  In line 12, Candice pushed her to 
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“just answer the question” and Sanida responded with “no” because she was trying to untangle 
her ideas on very complex and personal issues.  This classroom was a productive learning space 
for her because it allowed her to do that.   
In the excerpt below, I attempted to reiterate that while there are different ways of 
speaking, none are better or worse.  
Episode 18: (continued) 
20. RH: That’s good. I think especially if we’re talking about institutions, if you go to school 
and the way you speak is different from the way they speak in school then you can come 
to believe that maybe you’re not smart, when in fact, maybe you’re just speaking 
differently.  You’re speaking a different dialect.  And again, one isn’t better than the 
other.  They’re just different, right?    
21. Sanida:  Then why are we like taught to learn that white people’s language is higher and 
means more – and more professional other than it just being a different way of talking? 
22. Aaliyah:  Because like, look who writes the history books.  Not black people.  We were 
like a big part of history.  Like they’re the ones who teaches us everything and so it’s like 
they teach us from their point of view.  We’re not really learning from other people’s 
point of view.  
Sanida was challenging the Discourse of language that white people’s ways with words are 
“higher” and mean more.  She questioned why “we” were taught to believe this.  Aaliyah stepped 
in to help her make sense of this narrative, and suggested that it related to racism and oppression.  
Aaliyah enlisted a cultural model of institutionalized racism as played out in education and 
history books written “not by black people.”  She used the pronouns “they” and “us” to separate 
herself and her classmates from white people who control the institution of education.  I also 
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tried to distance myself from the larger white population by using the pronoun “they” in line 20.  
In this space, Sanida’s classmates helped her to construct her understanding of this social 
narrative as Aaliyah posited that all of them have been misled by a biased and limiting education. 
In this last transcript, Sanida discussed her use of the word “nigger.”  This discussion was 
an extension of a writing exercise in which students had to choose a derogatory word that 
someone might call them and write about what they think it means, why it hurts, and whether or 
not they use it themselves. 
Episode 19: “It was like running away from the fact.” 
1. Sanida:  All right. This is back to the word, nigger.  Because in my family we separate 
niggers from black people.  Black people and niggers are different well that’s how we 
like niggers – I mean niggers is like – like a type of way that you act in – 
2. Anita:  like bootleg 
3. Sanida:  Yeah.  Ignorant, loud or rowdy, and disrespectful so that’s different from 
between like black people. Yeah.   
4. RH:  Is that - how is that similar to Geraldine [a racist character from The Bluest Eye] 
5. Sanida:  Yeah.  Like yeah. 
6. Candice:  Just like Geraldine.  That’s exactly like Geraldine.  
7. Sanida:  No. But we’re we’re not like hiding the fact that – no, no, no.  
8. [laughter] 
9. Sanida:  I had a lot of moments like this writing it. But it was like running away from the 
fact but actually like going to it, you know?  Like yeah.  
Sanida unpacked her cultural models of African Americans.  She openly explained to the class 
community how her family distinguished different kinds of black people.  Her portrayal of some 
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black people as “ignorant, loud or rowdy, and disrespectful” was in alignment with larger social 
narratives about African Americans.  I juxtaposed her position with Geraldine’s.  Geraldine is an 
adverse African-American character from The Bluest Eye.  Morrison (1970) describes how 
Geraldine raises her son Junior: “She [Geraldine] had explained to him [Junior] the difference 
between colored people and niggers.  They were easily identifiable.  Colored people were neat 
and quiet; niggers were dirty and loud.  He belonged to the former…” (p. 87).  Candice agreed 
that Sanida’s position was like Geraldine’s and then qualified her comparison when she 
emphasized that it was “exactly” like Geraldine’s.  Sanida resisted this comparison, first mildly, 
where she said “no” then attempted to explain the difference.  Then, she emphatically resisted 
the comparison with her repetition of “no.”  This was followed by her laughter, a signal that she 
conceded to some degree the similarity between her cultural model of African Americans and 
Geraldine’s.  However, Sanida also signaled a process of learning where she then described how 
she had “a lot of moments like this” in writing about the word “nigger.”  I take that to mean 
moments of conflict and tension.  She gave a visual metaphor of her experience as she said “it 
was like running away from the fact/but actually like going to it.”  “Running away” from this 
connotes an image of something painful and difficult to look at.  Moreover, the image of 
“running away from” and “going to” something underscored the movement in Sanida’s learning.  
As her active statements indicate, she was shifting across Discourses and cultural models as she 
tried to make sense of the complexities of race and language in our society, in the literature we 
were reading, and most importantly, in her own life.   Later in the same discussion I asked if her 
distinction of African Americans is an example of internalized racism, a theme we had been 
discussing from The Bluest Eye.   
Episode 19: (continued) 
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10. RH:  Do you think that’s an example of internalized racism though?  
11. F:  Yeah. 
12. Sanida:  But like like you should like as a nigger you should like build yourself up to 
become like black not stereotypical black people that’s how my cousin does it.  Like 
stereotypical, like loud and like chicken and yum-yums and stuff like that 
13. Candice: that’s what everybody doesn’t want to be 
14. RH: why 
15. [Multiparty talk] 
16. Candice: we don’t want to be stereotypical 
17. RH: why 
18. Candice: I don’t know because we just want to be better.  They don’t want to be the 
stereotype. 
19. RH:  But is that an example of racism? 
20. Candice: Yeah.   
21. Sanida:  Yes and no, because it’s like ignorant 
22. Candice:  Because it’s like you believe that what you are is less, so you’re trying to be 
better than what you are. 
23. Sanida:  Exactly. 
24. [Multiparty talk] 
25. Anita: the stereotype of black people is chicken and watermelon. 
26. Sanida:  Exactly.  Exactly but when you’re in - but when you’re in Dudley and all you 
see is chicken and watermelon and a lot of hoopty and hooting and yum-yums that.  And 
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then we have people that’s non-white, and that’s how they stereotype that’s what they 
call black people when I mean niggers. 
In line 12, Sanida used the modality “should” to posit how African-Americans should represent 
themselves.  Her pronouns “you” and “we” positioned her as an insider who was talking to 
another insider, saving the pronoun “they” to reference white people.  Sanida and Candice both 
took up the theme “build yourself up” so you can be “better.”  They resisted the Discourse of a 
“stereotypical black person” and suggested that “everyone” wants to be better than that.  Sanida 
applied the word “nigger” to people who take on this Discourse.  These claims were attempts to 
distance themselves from the negative portrayal of African Americans in the societal domain.  
While the girls wanted themselves and their communities to be “better,” they were viewing 
themselves through the eyes of the dominant narrative.  They bought into the notion that eating 
chicken and watermelon or being loud, characteristics that Sanida attributed to stereotypical 
black people, were inherently bad, seeing themselves through the eyes of the oppressor.  Candice 
showed how she internalized this oppression in line 22, “Because it’s like you believe that what 
you are is less.”  In contrast to using a more distant third person, her claim that “you believe” 
indicated that she and her peers had internalized their own oppression. 
In her Bluest Eye essay (Appendix H), the culminating assignment for that unit, Sanida 
showed how her Discourse on race and beauty translated into an academic text.  She chose an 
essay topic that connected to her personal journey as an African American girl and argued that 
Claudia, an African American character whose journey is not unlike Sanida’s, “shows restraint to 
the standard of western beauty.”  I posit that because the text-based discussions we had in class 
connected to Sanida’s personal experience, they enabled her to understand the themes in the 
novel and Claudia’s experience in particular.  Sanida took up an academic genre and wrote a 
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five-paragraph essay that followed the writing structure taught in class.  While her writing was in 
need of further revision, the content demonstrated her comprehension of the novel and a strong 
understanding of the themes.  Moreover, her style underscored her ability to enact a Standard 
English voice suggesting that ways with words are not mutually exclusive (Carter, 2005). 
Overall, in this academic environment, Sanida moved fluidly across discursive spaces, 
and in the end, demonstrated mastery of most of the class objectives.   In her final class 
reflection, she related her understanding of how reading the word enables us to read the world 
(Freire, 1970):  
Overall my experience in Foundations this year was manageable.  Besides my personal 
problems from home Foundations was a place where my ideas mattered.  I now feel I 
understand text much better and because I understand text much better I understand the 
world much better.  Everywhere you go is text, people are always trying to reach out to 
you from text whether you are riding pass a bulletin board on a highway or you are 
wearing a shirt with a political statement.  Text means so much to me.  I also get a better 
insight on my community from the words we say to the style of our hair.  I now 
understand interneralized racism.  I also liked how you broke down the Odyssey and The 
Bluest Eye because I read the Odyssey in third grade and I did not know that story had so 
much meaning, until it was broken down into little tiny pieces.  Same thing goes for The 
Bluest Eye book I once tried reading one of Toni Morrison’s books alone but the way she 
writes is so sophisticated.  You took your time teaching us and broke it down as well into 
little manageable pieces and now I love this book!  I have no changes that come to my 
attention but just keep slow pacing for people like myself when it comes to reading books 
like we have read in the past. 
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Sanida understood one of the biggest ideas that I hoped to get across in this class that 
underscores critical literacy and new literacies - that texts are everywhere and they contain 
messages.  Furthermore, I set out for students to understand that these messages often position 
people in different ways.  My teaching journal from April 22 documents more evidence that 
Sanida grasped these concepts.  In this entry, I reflected on a lesson in which we deconstructed 
the Dick and Jane primers: 
Students responded very favorably to the multiple texts in this lesson, but I was 
particularly struck by how students understand the inherent racism and sexism in using a 
reader like Dick and Jane without alternative texts to offer counter-images of American 
life.  Unlike the beginning of the school year, when they struggled to understand the 
messages in Madonna’s “Like a Virgin” video or from Bring it On, students clearly 
understood the point I was trying to make using the Reader.  In fact, Sanida, said, ‘I’m 
gonna go look at other children’s books to see if they’re racist.’  So if I teach The 
Odyssey void of a critical lens, am I not perpetuating the same messages suggested by 
Dick and Jane? (J.4.28.09) 
Because this space was not limited to traditional “academic texts,” students were able to apply a 
critical literacy lens beyond the school walls.  Sanida suggested that she would transcend the 
boundaries of school and home life to engage in critical literacies with other texts. 
While this was a productive academic environment for Sanida, there was also evidence of 
constrained learning opportunities.  I am particularly concerned about when I was silent about 
race.  For example, when students sited characteristics of “stereotypical black people” such as 
being “loud” or “rowdy,” or eating “chicken and watermelon,” I did not make explicit attempts 
to unpack these descriptors.  Being loud or rowdy are not inherently negative qualities; however, 
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they are also behaviors not generally valued by white middle class standards especially in 
institutional settings.  Drawing on my own experience, I can attest that I always envied the 
African American church communities I visited especially compared to my very quiet and often 
disengaging experience in the Catholic Church.  In retrospect, I see that injecting anecdotes such 
as this into our discussions may have yielded more learning opportunities and helped students to 
further understand how dominant societal narratives shaped our worldviews. 
As a white teacher, I needed continual reminders of my positionality and my students’, 
both in the classroom and in the larger society.  We had very different experiences in this world, 
and I had to be careful not to impose my ideas about race and language upon them.  I recognize 
that this was inevitable to some degree, but I must always reflect on my own orders of discourse 
in and out of the classroom and how those might be perceived.  Overall, it was my hope to offer 
my students choice in the classroom about the languages, literacies and identities available to 
them, so they could make the best decisions for themselves about who they wanted to be in this 
classroom and in this world.   In this discursive academic space, that featured multiple literacies 
and languages, students like Sanida were able to situate themselves in multiple ways that fit with 
the particular context.  Her peers accepted the various positionings that she took up in the space.  
As a result, she engaged in real talk about real issues that affected her life on a daily basis.  For 
the one white student in the class, Stuart, this was not as easy.  In the second half of this chapter, 
I share his very different experience within the same classroom setting.   
 
Stuart 
Stuart is a white male of Italian and Portuguese descent.  He is of average height, but his 
build is larger than average.  He wears glasses and plays ice hockey.  Stuart lives with his mother 
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and sister in a working-class neighborhood that was once predominantly Italian and is more 
recently home to a large Latino population.  His father passed away unexpectedly when Stuart 
was thirteen.  Prior to his father’s death, Stuart spent a lot of time with his dad at the community 
yacht club and every Sunday at his paternal grandmother’s for a traditional Italian meal. Since 
his father’s passing, he no longer goes to the yacht club.  During his freshmen year of high 
school, Stuart had good work habits.  He consistently completed his assignments and frequently 
participated in class.  He was on an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) for reading and writing.  
Although he routinely completed his work, he often struggled to grasp some of the bigger 
concepts.  He was very sensitive and easily frustrated.  Whenever I tried to address an issue with 
him whether it was about a class discussion or a grade, he often seemed defensive, and 
sometimes he walked away from me appearing to be angry.  However, when I would see him in 
the hallway or when he came into class, he was usually bright, smiley and friendly.  At the time 
of this study, he had not been successful in making friends in class, and he had little social 
capital in the school community.  
 Stuart was an ethnic and racial minority in this school.  In his class, he was the only white 
student.  Throughout the academic year, Stuart attempted to position himself as an insider in the 
discourse community by enacting particular ways of representing and ways of being.  His 
reflexive positioning, as a gendered and racial ally, and as an individual oppressed by language, 
race, gender and age, was often rejected by his peers and, in some ways, not supported by me.  
He was less able than others to explore his own subjectivity in this space and as a result his 
learning was often constrained.  From the transcripts that follow, I trace Stuart’s identity 
enactments in class, illustrate how others often restricted his discursive moves, and discuss how 
this may have impacted his learning experience in this context.  
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 During a lesson in the beginning of the school year, students engaged in a small group 
discussion about power and language, then reported their discussion to the whole group.  In this 
excerpt we were talking about how languages are tied to getting a job.    
Episode 20: “They wouldn’t let me.” 
1. RH:  So so, you’re saying if you don’t speak English, you can’t get a job? 
2. F:  No, you can’t. 
3. F:  No, way  
4. Anita:  Like if you want a job you’re not going to know where to go or what to do. And 
how to get [INAUDIBLE]. 
5. RH:  Katherine? 
6. Katherine:  Well, right now, there are millions of people in this country and they don’t 
speak - they speak another language. And they - they are - they get a job without 
language maybe they have like hard - they have a difficult job.  Maybe some like - like a 
job - like a job where a house clean.   
7. RH:  Right. So so, go ahead Stuart and then I’ll pick up this point. 
8. Stuart:  The ones that you were talking like [someone] brought that up like how some 
people can’t get a job because of your language.  It happened to me once, because I’m 
trying to get a job last year. But, they wouldn’t get wouldn’t let me, because I didn’t 
speak Spanish.   
9. RH:  Right.  So, so it can – 
10. M:  [INAUDIBLE] speak Spanish 
11. [laughter] 
12. Stuart:  Well, it doesn’t matter.  They would not - they wouldn’t let me. 
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Stuart enacted a victim identity as he related his story of not being able to get a job because of 
his language limitations.  He constructed this positioning by making himself an object that was 
acted upon.  For example, he repeated several times that “they wouldn’t let me” indicating his 
lack of power and agency.  His use of “they” suggested that some distant group was restricting 
him.  When he stated, “it happened to me,” “it” referenced a discriminatory act.  One of his peers 
made a joke about this (the exact words are unclear) and his classmates laughed.  One possible 
interpretation is that Stuart’s peers did not validate his experience.  His comment followed 
Katherine’s.  Katherine is an English language learner who came from Honduras two years 
earlier.  The contrast between Stuart’s position as a white male who could not get a job in the 
United States because he did not speak Spanish, and Katherine’s claim that “millions of people 
in this country” worked without knowledge of English, was interesting.  It underscored the 
inside-out Discourse that Stuart experienced in the classroom in general.  The larger social 
narrative in this country would suggest that one needs to speak English to get a job, but Stuart’s 
perceived experience was just the opposite.  This contributed to his situated identity as a victim 
in this society.  This may have further alienated him at the local level.  As later transcripts will 
show, Stuart sometimes situated himself as a racial ally, while at other times he claimed to also 
be oppressed.  His attempts to legitimize his oppression may have undermined his attempts to be 
an ally in the eyes of his classmates, as I show below. 
 While reading The Odyssey, we attempted to unpack the text to look at gender 
constructions.  In the discussion presented here, Leroy, an African American male, introduced 
race into the discussion.  Stuart made a bid to situate himself as a victim of profiling, but his 
peers rejected his bid.   
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Episode 21: “They be checking your bags.” 
1. Leroy:  Yeah.  Can I ask my question?  All right. My question is do you all think like 
gender and race connect? 
2. Sanida: (laughing) 
3. M:  Yes. 
4. Leroy:  And being a Black man or a Black female –  
5. Jaslyn:  Of course. 
6. RH:  Hold on for just a minute. Leroy asked his question. I didn’t know what his question 
was. 
7. Leroy:  Right. Being a – a black male could get you a better job or like being a white man 
could get you a better job. 
8. Sanida: Um hm. 
9. Santiago:  Yeah. 
10. [Multiparty talk] 
11. Linnette:  And, I agree. 
12. Sanida:  I sure enough do.  
13. Aaliyah: That has to do with – 
14. Stuart:  Especially – especially if the boss, like you’re trying to impress is racist.  
15. Leroy:  Yeah. Being a black man in this society, it’s kind of hard because some people 
think that oh just because you’re black you’re a thug or something. 
16. Stuart:  Think you’re going to steal every single day 
17. Leroy:  Yeah like you could walk in a store. They’ll watch you.  
18. [Multiparty talk] 
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19. Jaslyn:  Yup that’s true. 
20. Stuart:  They be checking your bag and your pockets.  
21. [laughter] 
22. Sanida:  Stuart watching his movies.  
23. [laughter] 
24. Sanida: (to RH) I’m not making fun of him. 
Leroy was a student with high social status.  He made a claim that race and gender relate to 
getting a job and several students agreed with him.  The style of Sanida’s response in line 12, “I 
sure enough do,” signals her insider role in the African American community and the larger 
community of color, and her alignment with Leroy.  Stuart enacted the role of a racial ally when 
he stated that getting a job is especially difficult if the boss is racist.  In this bid, he appeared to 
be making an effort at becoming an insider.  In an attempt to align himself with black males, 
Stuart distanced himself from the racist boss through his use of the pronoun “you” in line 14: 
“especially if the boss, like you’re trying to impress is racist.”  In this statement, he implies that 
some white people are racist, and that there is racism in the work place.  Leroy continued to talk 
about the challenges facing black men and used the familiar pronoun “you,” to personalize the 
experience.  He introduced the Discourse of thug to the conversation.  Stuart translated this 
Discourse into thief in the next line when he said, “Think you’re going to steal every single day.”  
Again, he used “you” to claim insider status.  Leroy picked up on Stuart’s thread of discussion.  
While he did not directly acknowledge Stuart’s comment, he did accept Stuart’s cultural model 
that equates a thug to a thief, and claimed that when you walk into a store “they’ll watch you.”  
Leroy’s use of “they” separates him from the white race.  Stuart added to this discursive thread in 
line 20 when he stated, “They be checking your bag and your pockets.”  Here he positioned 
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himself away from “they” and closer to “you” through his use of the pronoun “your.”  His 
subject-verb construction “they be” is a patterned construction in African American Vernacular 
English (AAVE).  Stuart did not generally speak AAVE, so it was one more way that he seemed 
to be trying to enact an insider identity.  In response to Stuart’s bid, many students in the class 
laughed, and Sanida made a joke when she said, “Stuart watching his movies” and more laughter 
erupted.  The missing copula from her statement is further indication of her position within the 
African American community while Stuart’s position was rejected.  When Sanida implied that 
Stuart only understood this experience vicariously, she further situated him as an outsider by 
implying that this was not a real experience for him, like it was for the others in the class. 
Stuart’s peers did not accept his bid as either an ally or as a victim of discrimination.   
 Ironically, it was Sanida who in our discussion about “Theme for English B,” asked, 
“Who is he [the instructor], being white or whomever, telling you like it’s not true?”  She felt 
empowered to question the instructor’s ability to know what was true of his student’s experience, 
and yet, here she questioned her peer’s experience, suggesting that she knew what was true for 
him.  This exchange may not have been just about race, class, gender and language, but may also 
have featured a power struggle over social status.  At that time, Stuart had very little social 
capital in the local and institutional setting.  While race was likely a factor in this, it was not the 
only factor.  Culture and personality also came into play.  It should be noted that some white 
students navigated the social life in the halls of this school quite effectively and gained a lot of 
social status.  They tended to be students whose experiences and interests were more aligned 
with the students of color.  These white students often lived in the same neighborhoods as their 
peers at school and shared the same interests in music and sports.  Stuart explained how he was 
different because he liked hockey and rock music rather than basketball and rap (see interview 
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excerpts below).  Not only did Sanida reject Stuart’s reflexive positioning to be an insider, but 
she further repositioned him as an outsider, one who had a privileged status in the societal 
domain.  Moreover, the exchange suggested that Stuart was assuming a false identity, which he 
may have been.  However, he may also have been connecting to Leroy as an adolescent male 
who, within that Discourse, was also followed around when he went into stores.   
 In other discussions Stuart also appeared to enact the identity of a gendered ally.  This 
seemed to be the case during a poetry lesson, in which students were analyzing “Elena” by Pat 
Mora (2000).  Despite Stuart’s attempts to be supportive to the female speaker in the poem, his 
female classmates shut him down. 
Episode 22: “He could also support her.” 
1. Stuart:  Back to “Elena,” why couldn’t the husband just learn-- wait.  Yeah.  Why 
couldn’t the husband just learn with her?  Like why does he have to be so -- what’s 
another word?   
2. Candice:  Set in his ways. 
3. Stuart:  Huh? 
4. M: jealous 
5. Candice:  I said just set in his ways.   
6. Stuart:  Yeah, why does he have to be so jealous?  Why can’t he just follow her and do 
the same thing that she’s doing?  And instead of being rude toward her, he could also 
support her, and he could help himself.  
7. Aalyiah: Wait, how do you know [INAUDIBLE]?  
8. Candice:  Because they didn’t want – he didn’t know English, because – and then, I 
mean, she’s saying that she gets the book.  She’s trying to learn English.  The son says he 
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doesn’t want her to be smarter than him.  So he was like [INAUDIBLE] about her getting 
the book.  If she read the book, and knew how to speak English, then she’ll become 
smarter, because she knows English now.  He doesn’t.  That’s why he doesn’t want her to 
learn, because he doesn’t know.  [INAUDIBLE]. But don’t you know how you’re like, 
“Oh, why didn’t he learn too?”  Because he’s so used to speaking Spanish because he’s 
from Mexico he’s just set in his ways.  He wants to do what he wants to do.  He wants his 
family to be the same way in Mexico.  He wants to be in control. 
9. Stuart:  But so does she.  So does all of them in his family.  Their all first language that 
they had was Spanish.  They still advanced to learn English.  So why couldn’t he still 
[INAUDIBLE].   
10. Candice:  Because he’s stuck in his ways.  
Stuart suggested that he did not understand why a man would not be supportive of his wife.  As 
he repeated his questions, “why couldn’t he…” he clarifies his own cultural model of a good 
husband which included someone who would “follow” and “support” his wife.  Candice stepped 
in to defend the husband’s position and justify his actions because he is “set in his ways.”  In 
doing this, she rejected Stuart’s positioning as a gender ally.   
In two other discussions, Stuart positioned himself as a racial ally, but was again rejected 
by his peers. The first example came from a discussion on the theme of beauty in The Bluest Eye.  
The second was a discussion on derogatory language used by the students.   
Episode 23: “She can express beauty in her own way.” 
1. Stuart:  The very first question about like why she [the character Pauline] has been doing 
this I think it’s because she just wants to try to fit in to these people because on page like 
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she keeps on feeling uncomfortable, actually.  She keeps on trying - she wants to fit in.  
She doesn’t want to be the odd person out of the group out of all the black women.   
2. Ahmed:  Yes.  But also, she wants to be beautiful.  
3. Stuart: Thank you. Like yes, she does want beauty.  But she can express her own beauty 
in her own way.  
4. Ahmed:  Okay.  But if she wanted to express her beauty in her own way she wouldn’t 
want to buy all that stuff.   
As the discussion continued, Stuart continued to align himself with Pauline suggesting that she 
resist the societal Discourse of beauty. 
5. Stuart:  For beauty like for the theme of beauty I think what Toni Morrison tried to 
symbolize is that beauty doesn’t really have to be everything for a woman’s life because 
like Pauline does want beauty all the time.  She wants to fit in with everyone else that 
lives in the North.  She wants to act like she’s one of the black people that acts like 
they’re white.  Like she’s trying to make herself to be beautiful – but really she doesn’t 
have to.   
Stuart highlighted Pauline’s desire to fit it, and concomitantly implied that she should resist 
conformity.  His repetition of “she wants” and “she doesn’t want” suggested that Pauline acts 
with agency.  He repeated, “she keeps” to emphasize her continued efforts at acceptance.  While 
he sympathized with her plight, as evidence from his illustration of her motives, in the end, he 
argued that she did not need to do this.  He concluded with “she can express her own beauty in 
her own way.”  His use of “she can” further showed her agency.  Stuart positioned himself as an 
ally to Pauline in this final argument.  He rejected the Discourse of western standards of beauty.  
His use of “own” suggested that Pauline possess her own beauty, and she can show that in a way 
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that does not conform to the larger Discourse of beauty.  Ahmed countered Stuart’s argument by 
further analyzing Pauline’s agency.  He suggested that she does not want to be beautiful “in her 
own way” because if she did, she would not have bought the beauty products. 
These discussions illustrated Stuart’s attempts to enact the role of a racial ally.  In the 
first two excerpts, he submitted that Pauline’s desire to be beautiful was an act of fitting in.  He 
claimed that it was unnecessary, suggesting that he believed Pauline should not have to conform 
to the standards of western beauty.  His language choice indicated that Pauline compromised to 
fit in with the group.  While Stuart enacted the role of an ally, his classmates do not pick up on 
this.  The rejection of Stuart’s reflexive positioning was a common thread in this discursive 
community.  He tried to support Pauline as a woman of color, by stating that she did not need to 
try and fit in, while his peers empathized with Pauline’s desire to fit into the larger community 
even at the expense of her natural beauty.  Are Stuart’s enactments of ally suggestive of a 
misunderstanding of agency for people of color?  His positioning could have been interpreted as 
a white liberal Discourse that supposes to know what is best for people of color.  It could also be 
that the students just wanted to counter whatever Stuart said.  Regardless, the data suggest that 
Stuart’s cultural models about race and gender were in conflict with his peers.  Pauline’s story 
was not unlike Stuart’s.  Both were outsiders who attempted to conform to the majority.  Both 
failed.   
In contrast to his attempts to enact a Discourse of ally, analysis of other data suggests that 
at times Stuart enacted the Discourse of white male whose power is supported in the larger 
societal domain.  This identity enactment was in conflict with his attempts to be an ally to his 
peers of color and his female peers.  However, it was indicative of the shifting Discourses that 
Stuart took up as he tried to make sense of his life in the local, institutional and societal settings.  
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Episode 24 came from an interview with Stuart in which he and I discussed language.  I asked 
him if he ever felt excluded by language used in the school.  In particular, I asked him if he felt 
excluded from the way African Americans spoke in the school.   
Episode 24: “Good Kids/Bad Kids.” 
1. RH: I’m talking more about dialect the way they the words that they use and do you hear 
a difference between the way that you talk and the way that they talk 
2. Stuart: sometimes - I wasn’t raised to speak like that my whole life like my mom wanted 
me to be a good kid and didn’t want me to be talking with the bad kids or hanging out 
with the bad kids and I’m not saying that Leroy and Ahmed and Anita are bad kids, like 
yeah they’re good people. I’m not - I don’t know how to say this but (sigh) more or less I 
try to understand what they’re saying half the time like I try to say the same things as 
them try to get the same words coming out that they understand. 
3. RH: and how does that work? Does that go well? 
4. Stuart: sometimes they make jokes about it and sometimes they just completely ignore 
what I say.  Like more or less I just whatever I just walk away cause I don’t got anything 
to say to them [INAUDIBLE] interesting 
I separated Stuart and myself from the African American students by using “they” in line 1.  But 
I also did not align myself with Stuart, as I used “you” instead of “we” when I asked about the 
way “you talk.”  Stuart drew on his cultural model of being raised to be “a good kid” indicating 
that language is tied to this cultural model.  As he took up this Discourse, he positioned the 
others as being “bad kids” to whom his mother would not want him talking and possibly whose 
mothers did not raise them as his mother did.  Again, his cultural model of being a “bad kid” was 
tied to language use.  Stuart hedged his comment by repositioning his peers as “good people.”  
Hennessy   
    
175 
He then struggled to articulate his ideas, and he became frustrated as evident in his sigh.  His 
frustration increased as he repeated that he “tries” to communicate.  He stated that he tried to 
“say the same things as them” in an effort to fit in, but when I asked how that worked out, he 
responded that they usually made jokes or ignored him.  His observation is supported by the two 
previous transcripts that show Stuart attempting to take up an insider Discourse in an effort to fit 
in, only to be rejected as his peers made fun of him.  However, his attempts to assimilate to the 
social Discourse conflicted with his position that people of color should take on more 
responsibility in breaking down racial barriers: 
Episode 24: (continued) 
5. Stuart: It makes me feel uncomfortable that we’re saying that white people were evil.  
They did this to innocent people and I’m like I couldn’t respond to that.  Like they’re 
disrespecting my race too.  It’s like yes we were disrespectful to your race but why don’t 
you like be the bigger man and say you know what fine whatever you say but like don’t 
be like white people did this and white people did that and all evil things. 
When Stuart talked about what “white people did” he used the past tense.  However, he switched 
to present tense when he said, “we’re saying” these things about white people and how when we 
discussed this “they’re disrespecting my race too.”  He switched his pronoun use from “they” to 
“you” personalizing his statements.  While acknowledging the disrespect imposed by white 
people, he proposed that people of color, “you,” should be the “bigger man.”  This cultural 
model of being the bigger man draws upon a larger gendered societal narrative relating to men 
and size, as in a big man is a good man.  It also draws on the narrative of a “bigger man” as one 
who walks away from a contentious situation.  It implies that alleviating racial tensions is the 
responsibility of people of color.  When Stuart further stated that people of color should say, 
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“fine, whatever you say,” he further suggested that people of color should submit to the narrative 
of power and do what “you” white people say.  His final declarative statement, which began with 
“don’t be like,” included an understated “you” and asserted how people of color should react to a 
racist history.  
Additional conflicts between Stuart’s cultural models and the discourse in this space 
appeared in some of his academic writing.  For example, his Bluest Eye essay (Appendix I) 
illustrated how his cultural model of a “good” family influenced his interpretation of the text and 
made it difficult for him to understand how Morrison might be critiquing the Dick and Jane 
primer in her novel. His thesis was as follows: “She [Morrison] uses the symbol [the primer] to 
compare the old Dick and Jane family to the main character Pecola and her family based on their 
races and how each are compared in the book, sending the message to just be yourself and not 
something you are not.”  This statement indicated that Stuart understood Morrison’s message 
about comparing yourself to something you are not, and that you should resist this comparison.  
However, his cultural models of family came into his analysis later in the essay and suggested 
his misunderstanding of the text.  He wrote:  
Pecola knows that a different race father is someone that is big, strong, and protects his 
children, but Pecola has a father that does not really love her, nor cares the least about 
her.  This shows that Pecola is wishing to be something that [she] is not.  Meaning, that 
Pecola is wishing to have a better race than the one she already is. 
Stuart’s writing suggested that his own cultural model of a family mirrors the one found in the 
Dick and Jane readers, in which a “different race father” (i.e., white) is one who is “big, strong, 
and protects his children.”  He missed the critique of the Dick and Jane family model because he 
bought into it.  In his essay, he failed to recognize that an African American father could also be 
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“big, strong, and protects his children” as Morrison showed through Claudia’s father.  Stuart’s 
entire argument was that Pecola wants to be a part of this “better race” because she thinks it is 
better.  He struggled to understand that the Dick and Jane family model may just be better 
positioned in our society, and that Claudia’s family actually represents a healthy American 
family.  In his first draft (see Appendix J), he wrote: 
These two quotes shows the comparison on how Dick and Jane’s Mother is nice to her 
and does not make them feel bad, compared to Pecola’s Mother is always angry and 
calling her daughter names.  To this Pecola is now wanting a white mom because Pecola 
knows that a white mom would not hurt her daughter in front of anyone and now Pecola 
is wishing to have a white mother instead of a black mother.  Meaning, that Pecola is 
wishing to be something that she is not. 
I attempted to challenge Stuart’s stereotypes of white and black mothers in my comments on his 
draft: “So do you think Morrison is trying to say that it is better to be white?”  Stuart revised his 
paper to exclude the generalization “a white mom would not hurt her daughter in front of 
anyone.”  However, this is important to look at to understand his overall comprehension of the 
text and how difficult it was for him to make sense of the cultural models Morrison critiques 
because she is critiquing the very lens through which Stuart often saw the world.  What 
happened for him in this class and continued to happen for him in this school community was 
that his lens was agitated by an inside-out discursive space.  However, he was provided learning 
opportunities that allowed him to challenge his fixed view of the world and reshape it as he 
chose.  I suspect that this experience was particularly difficult for him because it challenged 
existing inequities that actually served him.  Yet, Stuart had the agency to choose another school.  
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When I asked him in his interview why he chose to come to this school, he answered with the 
following:  
Episode 25: “We’re a whole community.” 
1. RH: why did you decide to come to Fenway? 
2. Stuart: the reason why I wanted to come to Fenway was well two reasons.  One I heard 
that this was a really good school for like the whole community in Boston in general and 
secondly it was my next choice other than East Boston High… 
3. RH okay. So you said you thought Fenway was a really good school for the whole 
community. What do you mean by that? 
4. Stuart: because we’re not just like one type of school, we’re not one black school, we’re 
not one white school, we’re not one Latino school.  We’re a whole community like all 
types of race. 
Stuart’s reason for choosing this school, because he heard it was a good school for the “whole 
community,” implied that he was drawn to the diversity of the student body.  Knowing the 
demographics of the school, he willing chose to come here.  Moreover, he rarely showed 
resistance to the curriculum even though he was sometimes frustrated and challenged by it.  Like 
Sanida, Stuart was concomitantly running away from and going towards his constructs of race, 
language and identity.  The fluidity of his enacted Discourses throughout the academic year and 
across the local, institutional and societal domains suggested that he was learning to bridge the 
conflicting Discourses and cultural models found in the societal and local domains.   
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Discussion: Insider/Outsider 
Bakhtin (1981) suggests that “ideological becoming” is a process of developing our 
ideological selves, our way of viewing the world and our system of beliefs.  As students struggle 
with their own ideologies, they wrestle with tension and conflict necessary for learning.  
Classrooms are ideological environments.  “In ideological environments characterized by a 
diversity of voices, we would expect not only new communication challenges, but also exciting 
opportunities and possibilities for expanding our understanding of the world” (Ball & Freedman, 
2004, p. 6).  When viewing the classroom as an “ideological environment” that houses the 
intersection of the authoritative discourse and an internally persuasive discourse that each 
individual possesses, teachers can tap into this intersection to create a productive learning space. 
The tension of this intersection results in the “zone of contact” or the “contact zone” and offers 
the most room for growth (Freedman & Ball, 2004). 
For both Sanida and Stuart the process of learning was marked by moments of conflict 
and tension.  This fits with Sanida’s metaphor of learning as movement; it requires moving from 
beyond one fixed space, which both Sanida and Stuart did throughout the academic year.  Within 
the local and institutional setting, Stuart could not be as candid about race and language as 
Sanida without running the risk of further ostracism by his peers.  His constructs of gender, race 
and language were challenged in the local space, and as the only white student in the class, he 
struggled to explore his own subjectivities as freely as Sanida.  Stuart’s classroom participation 
was filtered while Sanida’s was more fluid, although not completely.  She too filtered her 
discourse in this space, as she thought appropriate for me, her white teacher.  In the larger 
domain of mainstream society, their experiences may be reversed: Stuart may have more fluidity 
and Sanida’s experience may be more filtered.   
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What makes one student have more discursive fluidity and the other less?  Davies and 
Harré (1990) claim that positioning happens in two ways: it is reflexive, and it is interactive.  
Reflexive positioning is the position that one takes up, a bid to others, while interactive 
positioning is how others position an individual.  In this local context, interactive positioning 
came from students, teachers and texts.  It related to the texts that were used in the classroom.  
Because of the texts used and the discussions held, Sanida was able to fluidly move about the 
discursive space in the classroom and “try on” different identities.  As she did so, she was 
supported by me and by her classmates.  On the other hand, Stuart struggled to take up multiple 
identities even though he tried to.  His classmates did not allow him, and in my choice of texts, I 
too restricted his available positionings.   
The implications of this study suggest a critical look at classroom texts in use and how 
they position individuals and groups.  In this local setting, Stuart was a minority, which was in 
contrast to his positioning in the larger society.  If Sanida had not been given the space to take up 
different identities and critically analyze those identities, she would be like Stuart and become an 
outsider.  However, unlike Stuart, who can fall back on his power in the outside world as a white 
male, Sanida would be doubly oppressed in the local and societal scenes.   
As this classroom space agitated what Stuart and Sanida understood from societal 
Discourses about race and language, the students were able to adjust their lenses of the world as 
they saw fit.  It is clear that their views and their positions were not fixed, but moved across 
space.  When learning is viewed from this perspective, it becomes imperative that teachers and 
schools adjust their own perspectives about texts and curriculum in the classroom.  Moreover, 
teachers must adopt an inquiry stance (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009) to their practice through 
which they continually ask the tough questions: whose interests are privileged in this 
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curriculum?  Whose are not?  Through this study, I was able to see what was missing from the 
curriculum, such as more discussion of white allies, which may have helped Stuart to enact 
different identities.  Students need texts in the classroom that mirror their own experiences and 
help them to deconstruct those experiences.  It is not enough to present multicultural literature in 
the curriculum without also unpacking the themes and messages in texts and situating those 
themes and messages across local, institutional and societal domains.  As students are given the 
space to do this, they have a better chance of constructing a healthy sense of themselves and 
participating in an authentic learning experience. 
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Chapter Seven 
Border Crossing 
 
The previous three chapters laid out the argument that when I broadened what counted as 
academic discourse and academic texts in my ninth grade literacy class, my students drew on 
their available resources, which included traditional school-sanctioned and self-sanctioned 
literacies, to enhance their learning.  As a result, we established a context that afforded the 
creation of hybrid Discourses.  Moreover, the movement beyond traditional fixed academic 
Discourses, such as what counts as academic and who possesses knowledge, marked learning for 
individuals and the community as a whole.  Overall, the data indicated that within our broadened 
discursive space there existed a variety of entry points into the curriculum and multiple 
opportunities for learning.  To achieve this productive learning environment, my students and I 
negotiated language boundaries in order to find an agreed upon space that allowed for a healthy 
discursive community.   
This chapter examines the ways in which those negotiations took place and illustrates 
how this community crossed linguistic, cultural and racial borders.  Unlike the previous three 
chapters in which I engaged in a linguistic analysis of the classroom discourse, in this chapter I 
look to my teacher journal as the primary data source in an effort to move the analytical lens 
from my students to myself as a practitioner.  I made this methodological decision in an effort to 
identify the themes that surfaced from my stance as a teacher of language and as a white teacher 
working predominantly with students of color.  First, I take up the question: “Whose language 
counts?”  I illustrate how in my classroom, language served as a marker of space, territory and 
identity and the ways in which I made decisions regarding language in the classroom.  I then take 
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up my own positionality in the classroom to deconstruct the white teacher as a text, and consider 
how as a community of practice, we were able to engage in reflective discussions about race.  
Systematic examination of these issues suggests that teachers and students need to blur linguistic 
and literacy boundaries if a diverse community is to get at “real talk” in the classroom.  
 
Whose Language? 
Throughout the school year, I explicitly discussed with students language and dialect 
differences and how our raced and classed society portrays these differences.  We talked about 
which languages have more power, when and why.  We also explicitly discussed how no one’s 
language is inherently better than any one else’s (Heath, 1983; Labov, 1972), but that in this 
country, Standard English is currently the language of power.  Theoretically, I argued against 
language domination, but in practice, I often succumbed to it.  The most important assignments 
in my classroom, in terms of grade weight and time allotted for instruction and revision, required 
students to use Standard English.  As a teacher of language, I had a dual responsibility: to respect 
and value the languages my students brought into the classroom, by including their languages 
and literacy practices in the curriculum, and to teach them the language of power, which 
included assessing their ability to use it appropriately and correctly (Delpit, 1988).  These 
responsibilities need not be dichotomous, as this body of work is meant to show, but to honor 
both required a deliberate negotiation of diverse language worlds, and as a result, I regularly 
encountered issues of language usage in the classroom.  These issues included the use of 
languages other than English, the use of different dialects of English, and the use of slang and 
profanity.  Together with my students and colleagues, I negotiated language boundaries in the 
classroom, often explicitly but sometimes tacitly.  In the episodes below, I untangled the genre, 
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discourse, and style to show the patterned themes that emerged from the data as these language 
negotiations took place.   
More than half of the students in this classroom community spoke a language other than 
English.  Ten of the twenty-one students spoke Spanish.  Of the minority that spoke English 
only, most of them spoke African American Vernacular English (AAVE).  I speak Standard 
English, and at the time, had a limited knowledge of Spanish, in that I could speak and 
understand basic conversational phrases and simple sentences.  In the classroom, I frequently 
addressed the students with my limited Spanish.  For example, I might have said, “Buenas 
tardes” (good afternoon) to the class or asked a student, “Dónde está tu tarea?” (where is your 
homework?).  I introduced cognates when we talked about vocabulary.  The students knew that I 
have lived and traveled in Spanish-speaking countries.  In the academic space, I used texts with 
Spanish in them and Spanish texts with translations.  I invited students to write in their 
notebooks using a language other than English.  I did all of this so that my students would know 
that I value language diversity and in particular, that I valued Spanish, the primary language of 
many of the students. The following entry from my journal provides one example of how 
students took up Spanish in the classroom. 
We began poetry by asking the kids to bring in a poem that they like. Katherine A. read 
hers aloud to the class. It was in Spanish. As Katherine read, Mirabelle cried because she 
was so moved. Mirabelle then translated the poem for those of us who could not 
understand it. It is called “Perdon a mama…”  It was so moving to watch the transaction. 
(J.11.20.08) 
While Katherine’s poem clearly touched Mirabelle, many of us in the classroom did not 
understand it as she read it.  We were initially excluded from the experience until Mirabelle 
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translated for us.  However, Katherine, whose English was very limited at the time, and the nine 
other Spanish speakers in the class were able to experience something in their native language. 
The translation of the poem may not have touched Mirabelle as the original Spanish text did.  No 
one was moved to tears during the English reading.  This event raised issues about equity in the 
classroom.  Was it fair to the non-Spanish speakers to have to listen to a poem in Spanish? 
Would it be fair to the Spanish speakers not to hear poetry in Spanish?  I confronted an on-going 
challenge in trying to create a linguistically-balanced curriculum which raised concerns 
regarding the privileging of one group over another.  An entry from my journal on December 
13th gives evidence of linguistic privileging. 
This week we did a graded seminar looking at two different poems, ‘Theme for English 
B’ and ‘Elena.’  In response to something I was helping Kassie with (it may have been 
translating the Spanish from ‘Elena’ for her), Kassie, a Cape Verdean American, said 
‘This school is really into Hispanics.’  This is the first time [this year] that a student 
commented on this to me.  In the past, this type of comment had come up several times: 
students said things like –‘Is this a bilingual school?’ or ‘English please.’  As much as I 
try to integrate Spanish and Latino experiences, I must always be mindful of the true 
diversity of my classroom.  What is a challenge for me, however, is that I am familiar 
with Spanish and not the other languages that students speak.  (J.12.13.08) 
It was easier for me to privilege Spanish over other non-English languages because I am more 
familiar with it.  I am also more familiar with Latino literature.  Consequently, my Haitian, Cape 
Verdean, Somalian, Liberian, Jamaican, Vietnamese, and other students whose primary 
languages, dialects and cultures I do not know are at a disadvantage.  This study allowed me to 
recognize this as an area of weakness in my practice that I have since begun to address, but it is 
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also a challenge as a teacher in a diverse school community.  Do I have a responsibility to learn 
some of each of those languages?  Should I be well-versed in the culture and literature of all of 
those groups?  I am inclined to answer yes to these questions, but the task is daunting given the 
diversity in my school community.   
While I may, relatively speaking, have privileged Spanish in my classroom, I more often 
privileged middle-class white Discourse and culture even though this study was an attempt to 
agitate that.  Not only did I privilege it in many ways, but the school, school district, and the 
students privileged it as well.  Throughout the year, I raised the issue of language domination.  
One such discussion came from a lesson on The Bluest Eye (Morrison, 1970).  Using a passage 
in which the character Pauline is speaking in a dialect, I asked students to translate that text into 
Standard English.  The purpose of the exercise was to prompt discussion about language, race 
and power.    
Episode 26: “She sometimes was improper.” 
1. RH: So she talks in a different -- a dialect, and what makes one of those translations 
standard English and one not? 
2. Jaslyn:  Well, the way that mines was different from hers is that I didn’t use contractions.  
3. RH: Okay, so you didn’t use contractions. What else? 
4. Candice:  I like just made it more simple, like more understandable for like regular talk. 
5. RH: Okay, what do you mean by that? 
6. Santiago: Standard  
7. Candice:  Just not saying like I went to the picture, I went to the show. I just put I went to 
the movies.   
8. RH: Okay, so in terms of you changed the language so it was more current language use? 
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9. Candice:  Yeah. 
10. RH: Because they used to say picture show.  So now we say movies, right? 
11. F:  Yeah.  
12. Aalyiah:  Some of my sentences were fragments so I changed them into like whole 
sentences with a subject and verb.   
13. RH: Okay, so you made them complete sentences. Okay, but let’s, a couple of more 
things; what else would you change?  Mirabelle? 
14. Mirabelle:  Cause she sometimes was improper she be like I be?  
15. RH: Okay, so you changed the verb “to be” the verb? 
16. Mirabelle:  Yeah.  
Both Jaslyn and Aalyiah rewrote the text so that it adhered to the rules of academic writing, 
which includes avoiding contractions and using complete sentences.  Moreover, they used 
academic language to describe the translation process.  Unlike Jaslyn and Aalyiah, Mirabelle 
qualified the character’s use of the “to be” verb as “improper.”  Ironically, she used the same 
subject-verb construction in her own speech, leading me to wonder if she considered her own 
speech improper.  This exchange illustrated the conflicting subjectivities the students often took 
up.  It underscores Rogers’s (2003) theory that her research participants, June and Vicky 
Treader, bought into the Discourse of schooling, and consequently, the “Treaders come to see 
themselves through the eyes of the institution” (p. 145).  Like the Treaders, my students, in this 
urban public school district, value the Discourse of schooling.  It is because of those values that 
students like Sanida, Tamika and Aalyiah said that they would be “ashamed” if Barack Obama 
spoke like them (see chapter six).  Despite my attempts to challenge the master narrative about 
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Standard English, students continued to define one Discourse as more proper than another, as the 
excerpt below, continued from the previous discussion, shows. 
 
 
Episode 26: (continued) 
17. RH: So but my concern is that I want to get to this question like how does this idea about 
language use connect to racism, these themes of racism and beauty in the story [The 
Bluest Eye]? Brandel. 
18. Brandel:  I think it connects to racism because like Aalyiah was talking about earlier in 
society how a lot of white people, they tend to use proper diction and everything and 
blacks are usually blacks and other people of color like Spanish, black, everything else 
besides white use slang and don’t use proper dictionary use. 
19. RH: Okay, and it’s funny, even to hear you say the word proper, because I’m trying to 
emphasize that one’s not proper.  One’s not proper and the other one - one’s not right and 
one wrong, but that’s how we talk about it all the time.  Go ahead. 
20. Aalyiah:  Can I connect it to the book? 
21. RH: Yes, please. 
22. Aalyiah:  It connects to racism because if you talk to like, to like what’s that girl’s name, 
Pauline they’ll be like oh, black people talk like that, she’s black, that’s why she talks 
like that, she doesn’t use complete sentences and stuff like that.  But if she would have 
talked proper she would be like oh, she doesn’t act like a black girl.  She acts white and 
stuff like that. And then I guess that the book is trying to say if you talk, like what they 
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say if you talk standard then you have more beauty than if you would talk like with 
fragments and stuff like that.  
Brandel and Aalyiah illustrated how they saw language use tied to race.  Brandel suggested that 
white people use “proper” language while people of color tend to use more slang.  Even though I 
tried to push students away from the word “proper,” Aalyiah also used the term. Aalyiah further 
connected a particular way of talking with racial identity and with beauty.  While neither student 
explicitly stated that one way of speaking has more weight than the other, I inferred from their 
comments that the “proper” language that gives one “more beauty” has more value. However, I 
must also consider that Brandel’s cultural model of “proper” may be different from mine, and 
while I may give it value, he may not.  He may not ever wish to be called “proper” just as 
Aalyiah may be offended if anyone suggested that she “acts white.”     
Because of the complexity of language use and its inherent ties to identity, I deliberately 
avoided editing my students as they talked either within or outside of the academic space: I did 
not “correct” their grammar, nor did I ever tell them to speak English when they spoke in another 
language.  How they talked, what they said, and what they indexed, all were important layers to 
who they were as individuals.  I did not want to shut them up or suggest that they needed to be 
someone else in order to participate in class.  I wanted the space to be inviting.  I wanted it to be 
theirs. I see this as the difference between reproductive and transformative learning 
environments (Lankshear & Knobel, 2004).  However, while I tried to open the discursive space, 
I also distinguished among different types of assignments in the classroom, and for expository 
writing, I explicitly told students that I expected them to employ Standard English.  I taught the 
grammatical rules of Standard English.  These were the ways in which I privileged the dominant 
Discourse; however, I did so within the context of the larger classroom culture in which we 
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discussed that this is a language of power, not a language that is better, more correct or more 
proper.  Moreover, I suggested to students that we needed to at once work within and against the 
system to make real change (Cochran-Smith, 2006). 
While I was overall comfortable with students’ use of languages other than Standard 
English, I was less comfortable addressing the use of profanity in the academic space.  The 
journal excerpt below shows how I struggled with this issue with one student in particular. 
I talked to Greg about his notebook.  It had a few pages of freewrites that looked like 
poetry or raps, but included a lot of profanity.  Hannah [my intern] brought it to my 
attention.  My initial reaction was that he couldn’t write like that in his notebook because 
it was a school text.  But after discussing it with Hannah, I convinced myself that maybe 
he could write like that, after all it wasn’t a public text that would be shared with his 
peers or put into his portfolio; it was a text to share with myself and Hannah only.  I 
didn’t want to have Greg “check his identity at the door” as [my professor] put it.  He is 
resistant enough to my class.  Besides, his writing was really good, even if I didn’t care 
for the genre.  I decided to talk to [my principal] about it and get her reaction.  She agreed 
that his writing was good, having read something of his that another teacher brought to 
her attention.  She supported my decision to accept his work but wanted me to talk to him 
about it and how it could offend some people.  So, I met with Greg to discuss it.  Before I 
even said anything about it he was pretty defensive.  I told him that I thought his writing 
was good and that he could continue writing like that just for his notebook.  Poems for his 
anthology project had to be clean.  I also told him that I thought his writing was good, but 
that he had to consider that some might find his words offensive, so to be careful.  I 
expected him to appreciate this, but he didn’t seem to- especially because I then launched 
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into a discussion about how he should stay after school some times to get caught up with 
his work.  He  was immediately turned off and walked away (J.11.20.08). 
Through his notebook writing, Greg made a bid to take up a particular Discourse in my class, 
which I accepted. However, I inflated the issue by approaching Greg and letting him know that I 
made an exception for him rather than just tacitly accepting his positioning. This is evidence of 
my equivocation. I made room in the academic space for him to take up the identity of his 
choosing; however, because this identity did not fit within the “deep-grammar” of schooling 
(Tyack & Tobin, 1994), I explicitly called attention to it, thereby marginalizing his writing and in 
effect, him. I found this problematic because Greg consistently resisted taking up an academic 
Discourse. I wanted him to feel a part of the academic space and to engage in his own learning, 
but I feared that I did not help him achieve that successfully.   
In an effort to get at “real talk” in the classroom, in particular to talk about the language 
that students encountered beyond school-sanctioned spaces, I created a lesson that looked at 
derogatory language used by the students.  This lesson came as a result of attending a Latino 
Forum hosted by Fairview High students and held at a local university.  The facilitators led 
participants in an activity that generated discussion about what names students have been called 
and what they call each other.  I recorded my response to this activity in my journal. 
This incident made me think about the issue of internalized racism as it has surfaced in 
BE [The Bluest Eye].  I decided to do a lesson on the language that we use to attack one’s 
race, language, ethnicity, class, culture, sex or sexual orientation.  I introduced this to the 
class yesterday and asked them to brainstorm with me words that they use or hear that are 
derogatory.  I began with the example “bitch” by writing it on the board and explaining 
how because I am a woman someone could call me a bitch.  Some of the students had the 
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initial gasp at hearing me say and write the word, but the Gamma [pseudonym for cluster 
of students] and Delta students then took it on as an intellectual exercise.  The Phi 
students, however, struggled with valuing the exercise itself and instead threw out a lot of 
“cuss” words.  Words the students asked me to write included, “nigger/nigga (a 
distinction made in Delta), ho, smeeze (a new word to me, it means slut), spic, wet back, 
gay bird, faggot, cracker, wonderbread, immigrant (surprising to me that this word in and 
of itself is derogatory), fresh off the boat, whore, brillo head.”  Their assignment for the 
weekend is to choose one of the words that someone could possibly call them and to 
write a two page reflection on it, addressing: what does this word mean?  Have you ever 
been called it?  Have you ever used it toward someone else?  Why does it hurt?  Should 
you use it?  In Delta, Tamika asked me to add: Who can use it and who can’t- which I 
revised to “is it okay for some to use it and others not?”  I didn’t ask specifically what 
gives this word its power, but I hope that will come out in the “why does it hurt” question 
(J.5.9.09). 
Students had been writing in their notebooks throughout the academic year, but the entries for 
this assignment differed than others.  Beyond just describing their chosen derogatory word, 
several students took the liberty to use other profanity in their writing.  For these students, this 
was the first time they did so.  Candice is one student who did this when she wrote about the 
word “bitch”: 
The real definition of the word bitch is a female dog.  An animal.  That word is suppose 
to discribe an animal; but it is usually used to discribe a human female.  The definition 
people use or look at today for ‘bitch’ is to be weak, scarey, less etc.  Sometimes people 
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call others bitches because they act fucked up.  These are different definitions people use 
(Candice’s notebook, 5.11.09). 
Sanida took similar liberties in this assignment as she wrote about the word “nigger”: 
The word nigger then was an insult no matter how you used, but then black people started 
to use it against each other and I guess the meaning from lower than horse shit turned to a 
very trust-worthy friend.  For an example back in old days, not that far back a white 
person might ask a black person ‘what the fuck you doin’ NIGGER? But today this term 
might be heard as this ‘whats up my NIGGA? (Sanida’s notebook, 5.11.09). 
It appeared that tacitly, this assignment gave students permission to step out of a traditional 
academic Discourse and use profanity.  I did not say they should, but I also did not address it 
with them.  If it were consistently occurring I would likely do so, as I did with Greg earlier in the 
year, but what it indicated to me was that I, as the teacher, set the tone of the discursive space.  If 
I speak Spanish in the classroom, if I use derogatory language, if I interrupt students when their 
subject does not match their verb - whatever choices I make- my instructional decisions and 
interpersonal communications affect student participation in my classroom, what it looks like, 
how they take up language and literacy practices, and their relationship with me.  Therefore, it is 
imperative that I make thoughtful decisions around language use.  My actions will suggest to 
students which languages are welcome, and which are not.  For me, it always comes back to 
whose classroom is this?  If I want my students to feel like it is their learning space, how can I 
concomitantly deny the languages they choose employ?  
Some linguists argue that language cannot be extracted from identity and positioning 
(Gee, 1996).  The data from this study indicate that my students understood this.  During a lesson 
in which students worked in small groups to identify the figurative language in popular songs, 
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one group diverged off the academic task and took up a discussion about language.  The episode 
conveyed how students saw language as territorial and tied to identity.  Moreover, it showed how 
students manipulated language for aesthetic purposes. 
Episode 27: “Beaucoup.” 
1. Leroy: [singing] “You better lose yourself -- you only got one shot -- this opportunity 
comes once in a lifetime.  You’re going to lose yourself -- and lose at the moment -- you 
better never let it go.” I thought he said Oh. “Can’t blow -- the opportunity comes once in 
a lifetime.”  You know when I look at the lyrics like when I listen to a song before I hear 
something totally different like some words they’d be saying and then when I look at the 
lyrics, I just –  
2. Sanida:  You can’t be doing with people from down South because you can’t hear what 
the hell they saying. Cause if Soldja Boy is doing whatever for bird walk – he’s say air 
walk, right? 
3. Leroy:  He said I want me in my air walk -- want me in my air walk.   
4. Sanida: But he say air right? 
5. Leroy: No he said bird first watch me in my bird walk, watch me in my bird walk.  watch 
me in my air walk.   
6. F:  Err walk?  Err?   
7. Leroy:  Look at that err right there.  (Chuckles).  It will probably say air – they say err for 
everything – look at her err for hair.  She just got her herr done.   
8. Anita: She’s got a herr do 
In lines 3 through 8, Sanida, Leroy and Anita took the word “air” as it is used in a song, and 
played on its sound to create new words, “err” and new ideas, “she’s got a herr do.”  These 
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students intentionally de-standardized the language by manipulating words and phrases.  What 
often gets lost in the Standard English classroom is the appreciation for the aesthetics of 
language and the intentional act of de-standardizing language to make art.  Many of my students 
did this well, and I did not capitalize on their skills often enough.  Moreover, I did not offer any 
explicit discussion about what would be lost if we, as speakers of English, only had one dialect 
and one way with words.  This led me to consider the ways in which I might create lessons on 
language and aesthetics that would fit into future curricula.   
 As the small group discussion continued between Leroy, Anita and Sanida, the students 
discussed language and territory.  They continued to play with words, but also discussed how 
language is marked by place.   
9. Leroy:  He said oh my God.  “Everything that we got a lot of -- we say –  
10. Sanida: beaucoup 
11. Leroy: I got beaucoup bread, I got beaucoup,” no what did he say?  He said –  
12. Anita:  that song? 
13. Leroy:  Yes, it would be like the night of the living dead. It’s going to be the night of the 
living dead -- something like that.  I got beaucoup brains.  [INAUDIBLE] It’s on my 
phone. 
14. Anita:  What’s it called? 
15. Leroy: Beaucoup.  
16. [laughter]  
17. Leroy: That means a lot.   
18. Anita: everything we got a lot of we say 
19. Leroy: Beaucoup.  I’ve been knew that though. Some nigga told me that.   
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20. F: when my brother came up he [INAUDIBLE] 
21. Leroy:  yeah my nigga [INAUDIBLE]  He was just talking about it.  I was like – what 
words do you all use down there. He’s like beaucoup 
22. Anita:  Buku 
23. Leroy:  Yes, buku.  I was like what the hell -- buku.  Are you sneezing or something?  
He’s like -- na.  That means like a lot.  He was like – oh, if I say I got beaucoup – I got a 
lot.  I was about to start using that.  I be getting beaucoup girls dawg.  That don’t sound 
right to us. 
24. Anita:  No, because we don’t use it.  Just like if we go down there to Virginia and start 
saying like what’s a word we use up here? 
25. Leroy:  Saulted.  They don’t know what that means. Rash -- They don’t know what rash 
means.  They don’t know none of our words.   
26. Anita: my cousin - remember I told you 
27. Sanida:  People talk different. 
28. Leroy:  I know – but they talk real different from us. 
29. Anita:  my cousin, she came up here, and I was saying mad stuff and she didn’t know 
what the hell like – she thought I was talking another language.  
30. Leroy:  Yes, [INAUDIBLE] came up here he came up here and stayed for like a year, and 
then he went back. 
31. Sanida:  Who? 
32. Leroy:  Like for the summer -- like for vacation. 
33. Sanida:  Who? 
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34. Leroy:  And he went down there and talked like us, right -- like saying saulted and shit.  
He’s like they didn’t know what the fuck he was talking about Saulted -- rash -- all that. 
35. F:  Because like -- he said something, and I was just like -- he’s like –  
36. Leroy:  It’s just the way they talk. The way they talk is different. He’s like salt, what salt? 
He’s probably looking – 
37. Anita:  Looking like.  There’s salt on me? 
38. [laughter] 
39. INTERN:  How are you guys doing? 
40. Anita:  Good. 
41. INTERN:  What have you been talking about? 
42. Sanida: hee hee. 
43. Anita:  We’re talking about the words. There’s just a lot of words in here.   
This discussion underscored what Bakhtin (1983) suggests, that there is no such thing as an 
original utterance.  Leroy’s explanation of the word “beaucoup” did not include its French origin, 
and I wonder if he believed it to be a slang word that someone made up or if he understood that it 
was appropriated from another space.  Regardless, this discussion suggested that language is 
territorial, and language use is a marker of who you are and where you are.  This was evident in 
the students’ distinction between the talk of Northern and Southern people. Sanida summed it up 
when she said, “People talk different.”  This discussion further emphasized the fluidity of 
language as Leroy adopted the word “beaucoup” and described how someone he knew from the 
South spent some time up North, appropriated some of the language, and transported it back 
down to the South.  
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This movement of language across borders is nothing like what is expected in the 
adoption of a static standard language.  Language is not static (Bakhtin, 1981).  The teaching of 
language should not lead students to believe it is.  Rather, language instruction should be an 
opportunity to maneuver and manipulate language in ways that seem appropriate to the language 
user.  This is the lesson for students to learn: that there are different means of communicating to 
different audiences and for different purposes, but no one way is better or worse than any other- 
just more effective for particular purposes.  While students know this, as Sanida stated, the data 
also suggests that students believed in a hierarchy of languages, that one way with words is more 
“proper” or more “correct” than others.  This is the myth that teachers should debunk in order to 
help their students see school as a real place for students to be their real selves.  Moreover, 
students should have opportunities to cross borders in their language use, to borrow from 
different spaces for their own language construction.  In other words, they might employ the kind 
of language play that Leroy, Sanida and Anita took up as they create academic texts, as a means 
of breathing new life into a genre. Jennifer did this well (see chapter four in this study) in her 
MEAL paragraph metaphor that positioned life as a game.  As the teacher, I needed to do a better 
job providing opportunities for this kind of an experience with language learning to support my 
students as they crossed language borders.  This is another practitioner lesson that I take from 
this study.   
While students often attempted to maintain an identity separate from the institutionalized 
language and dress, many of the adults in the school continued to push for students to take up a 
mainstream identity for professional purposes.  This is often referred to as code-switching. In the 
journal entry below, I document an episode in which code-switching came up in my Advisory 
class.    
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Ms. C came into Advisory to talk to the juniors today about Career Fair.  She talked to 
them about dressing up to meet with prospective employers and how to talk.  ‘Does 
anyone know what code switching means?’ she asked.  Ernie replied, ‘Being someone 
you’re not.’  Ernie, who is always wearing his baseball hat in the hall, donning big 
earrings, watches and necklaces (which Ms. C mentioned he should remove for the 
purpose of the career fair), Ernie, who is a dark skinned African American boy – nearly a 
man- who lives with his grandmother and is supported by his older brother.  Ernie is a 
basketball player; he hopes to play in college and possibly beyond.  Basketball is his 
priority it seems, even more so than his art, which he is also good at and loves to do 
(J.11.3.08). 
My journal entry continues with analysis of this episode. 
Code-switching is something we all do to some degree, but for some of our students, it is 
more obvious, more painful, more of an example of giving in.  Many adolescents resist 
this process, not just African American males.  Look at Margie or Nate, both white 
students.  Both are resistant to mainstream attire, but why does their ‘look of resistance’ 
seem less overt than Ernie’s for example?  Is it because he is a black male?  Is his look 
more offensive to the general public than Margie’s?  Should he take off his big watch as 
Ms. C suggested but Margie leave in her eyebrow ring (Ms. C may suggest that Margie 
take that off too- I do not know).  When we ask students to code switch- aren’t we asking 
them to look ‘less black’? (J.11.3.08). 
When we ask students to try on different language use and different dress, we are asking them to 
participate in a different Discourse.  The students knew this as Ernie attested to.  What is needed 
in schools is more honest discussion about why we ask students to do this.  In particular, we need 
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more real talk from teachers who recognize that we still live in a raced and classed society that 
privileges particular ways of interacting, ways of knowing and ways of being.  
 
White Teacher as Text 
To engage in honest discussion with my students about our raced and classed society 
required risk on my part as a white teacher.  Given the framework of this study that includes an 
expanded definition of what counts as “text,” I took the stance that I too was a text in the 
classroom.  I am a middle-class white woman working predominantly with students of color.  I 
cannot ignore who and what I am nor how my students “read” this in relation to their own stance 
in the classroom and their own learning.  Culturally, racially, linguistically and economically I 
was an outsider to this community of students.  The episode below in which I referenced hip-hop 
artist Tupac illustrated my position as outsider. 
Episode 28: “To-pack.” 
1. RH: So, in that poem where um that Leroy read called “Blood is the Argument” there’s a 
verse that says “He was Tupac, [INAUDIBLE] Biggie Small a legend in his own mind.”   
2. Sanida: You said he was to to-pack 
3. M: Tupac 
4. Candice: [laughter] 
5. Sanida: you said he was to-pack 
6. RH: Tupac Tupac.  
Students noted the error in my pronunciation and laughed at it. The mispronunciation further 
cemented my position as an outsider to their world. This was just one border in the classroom, 
defined by my race, age, and perhaps, class and gender. 
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Students established others borders around language.  Many did not want me to use 
“their” language as the journal entry below suggests. 
This makes me wonder about the divisions between school and personal/social lives of 
the students.  Today I used the phrase ‘mad aggy’ as I do from time to time in a sort of 
dry tone that indicates I am playing with the language.  Marlene told me not to use that 
expression.  Earlier in the year Christie told me the same thing- don’t say ‘mad.’  They 
told me that it sounds funny when I say it- as it should because it is not how I naturally 
talk.  However, I wonder if there isn’t something that gets taken away from ‘their’ 
language if it begins to be appropriated by authority figures, like their white teacher.  
After all, isn’t the point of it to distinguish themselves as one of their peers and not like 
me? (J.1.12.09). 
It was important to me that my students saw me as an ally, but I also knew they did not want me 
to pretend to be like them even though I asked them to pretend to be like me by talking and 
writing like me. While I showed how we were similar, I also needed to recognize that we were 
different and that our relationship with the larger society was different. Whereas I was an 
outsider in the classroom, I was an insider in the larger society, and as a result I ultimately had 
more power. I did not try to pretend that that was not true.   
In the “Theme from English B” lesson, Ahmed, Leroy and Jennifer deconstructed the 
relationship between a white professor and his black student. Their discussion provided me with 
some insight into my own relationship with my students.  
Episode 29: “The teacher may not understand what he’s talking about.” 
1. Ahmed:  Like when he says like, ‘My page will not be white,’ it will be black, because 
like that’s how they write different, because they’re not going to write like in the same 
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sense.  They’re going to write differently, and like -- not like -- the words are going to be 
same, probably, but like they’re going to write it in a different version.   
2. RH: Is there a difference between the way the student, Langston Hughes, the speaker 
speaks and writes, as opposed to his white instructor?  Leroy, what do you think?  
3. Leroy:  He probably like he probably thinks -- like talks like in slang, and he speaks – 
like the instructor probably talks more like professional, probably.  Or the way that he 
talks can probably affect the way he writes.  And the way that the instructor talks can 
affect the way he writes.  
4. RH:  Okay.  Anyone want to comment on that?  
5. Jennifer:  The teacher may not understand what he’s talking about, or whatever, and so 
that makes it more difficult.  But in the beginning, it even says, ‘The instructor said go 
home and write a page tonight.’  He didn’t ask for anything specific.  He didn’t ask to be 
professional, whatever in the page.  So.   
All three students underscored the discord between the student and his teacher. Jennifer 
suggested that the teacher might not have even understood what the student was talking about. 
Here she was putting forth her own cultural model of the relationship between a black student 
and his white teacher. I wondered if this mirrored her own relationships with her white teachers. 
When I read this, I asked: did I not understand what my students were talking about? If so, what 
were the implications of that? What happened as a result of my misunderstanding? It was evident 
from the episode on “talking trash” (chapter five in this study) that there were times when I did 
not understand my students. It likely follows that there were probably times when they did not 
understand me. Because I was in a position of power, I needed to relinquish the idea that I was 
right or that I communicated clearly. If I never let go of that position, if I never became the 
Hennessy   
    
203 
student and made room for my students to become the teacher, I ran the risk of oppressing them 
and mirroring in my classroom the unequal racial relations that exist in the larger society.   
There were many times when I tried to move myself from outsider to insider as evident in 
my pronoun use. I used collective pronouns a lot, such as “we” and “us” to position myself with 
the students, as in “we are doing this work together.”  
 
 
Episode 30: “How we determine our beauty.”   
1. RH: That’s a really important scene in terms of this whole idea of beauty, because what is 
Toni Morrison telling us there about how we determine our beauty? 
2. Aalyiah:  Whether you’re white or black basically 
3. Santiago:  you got to look like other people 
4. Sanida:  Or from other people. 
5. RH:  Yeah.  And from other people.  Those other people -- the other people who are 
where 
6. Sanida:  Higher in the movies or film. 
7. RH:  Yeah.  Do we do that today? 
8. Aalyiah:  Yeah.  
9. M:  Yeah.  
10. Sanida:  Of course. 
11. RH:  Right?  People compare themselves all the time to to the people who are in 
magazines, who are in TV shows, movie stars, right?  People are always comparing 
themselves to you know do I measure up to these famous people?  
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My use of pronouns in this episode emphasized that the author was speaking directly to us, the 
students and myself, to send us a message, and that we all engaged in the kind of behavior that 
she described, particularly looking to famous people to determine our own worth. 
 
 
Episode 31: “When we call people these words.” 
1. RH:  But what I wanted you to get, and I hope that you got from hearing this, is that, you 
know, when you when we call people these these words, it hurts, there’s pain there.  And 
those just simple things like name calling can affect people, especially as they’re coming 
of age, as they’re growing up.  And hear like where people might start to believe some of 
those things. You hear it so often sometimes that you could maybe start to internalize it.  
And that’s what that’s what this story is about, internalizing something negative. 
My use of pronouns, such as including myself with the students, repositioned me from a distant 
authoritative figure, to one who was aligned with the students and undergoing similar 
experiences. This positioning shifted frequently as a result of my language and as a result of the 
students’ language. These are examples of reflexive and interactive positionings respectively 
(Davies & Harré, 1990). While reflexive positioning is related to how I situated myself within 
the context, interactive positioning related to how others responded to my bid for a particular 
identity. So despite my cultural references, pronoun use, or use of slang in the classroom, 
students either rejected or accepted my identity bids based on how they saw me. In the end, I was 
an outsider, perhaps one who could be trusted, but an outsider nevertheless. Despite this, I 
continued to try and cross borders with my students to create a productive learning environment 
for all of us.     
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Colormute 
My attempts to cross borders with my students were especially difficult when discussing 
issues of race in the beginning of the school year.  When students entered my classroom as ninth 
graders, many of them took up a “colormute” stance (Pollock, 2004): that is, they did not want to 
talk about race, at least not with me.  As the year went on, many of my students abandoned the 
colormute stance, as evident in the data presented throughout this dissertation, and instead talked 
openly about race as it related to texts and their own lives.  
In the context of this study, the colormute theory became evident in late September when 
we deconstructed a music video by Madonna in which all of the male dancers were white.  I 
asked students to tell me about the dancers and they listed several details about their clothes and 
their behavior, but I continued to press asking several times, “what else?” hoping someone would 
note that they were all white.  It took several minutes before it was finally said.   
Episode 32: “They’re all white.” 
1. Jaslyn:  Now they’re all white. 
2. RH:  They’re what? 
3. Jaslyn:  They’re all white.   
4. RH: They’re all white. Nobody noticed that? 
5. F:  Oh, yeah! 
6. [Multiparty talk] 
7. Candice:  That was the obvious - - 
8. RH:  Why was that obvious? 
9. S:  Because they’re all white.  And it’s obvious. 
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10. Abel:  You wanted me to say that? 
Abel’s question suggested to me that he did not want to vocalize that the males were all white.  
His response stuck with me and after a few more minutes of discussion, I brought it back up.   
11. RH: How many people realized that they were all white but didn’t want to say it? 
12. Abel:  I did. 
13. M:  Me. 
14. RH:  How come?  
15. [A student comments] 
16. RH: You feel like a racist?  
17. Candice:  Me too!  
18. RH:  Really?  Why? 
19. [laughter]  
20. RH:  But they [the men in the video] are [white]. 
21. [laughter] 
22. [Multiparty talk] 
23. Aalyiah:  I don’t want people to take it like the wrong way. 
24. M:  Right. 
25. RH:  Okay, very interesting. 
26. Candice:  They think, like they know what they’re kind of worthy and they say oh, are 
you [INAUDIBLE].  
27. F:  You don’t know if they want to hear that or not.   
28. RH: You could say, Ms. Hennessy, as a white woman, blah, blah, blah - - like 
[INAUDIBLE]. I wouldn’t be offended. 
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29. Candice:  I would feel weird. 
30. RH:  Um, guess what? I am white. 
31. Candice:  I know. 
32. [laughter] 
In this episode, students seemed uncomfortable to discuss race.  According to Pollock (2004) 
“Many of us exhibit particular worries about being ‘racist’ with our very language…” (p. 1).  As 
a result, some teachers and students find it easier to not talk about race.  But as Pollock suggests, 
the very not talking about race can further exacerbate race problems.  Sullivan (2006) writes:  
[I]n a socio-political climate infused with de facto racism, it is more dangerous to avoid 
discussion of racial habits because such avoidance tends to leave their operation 
unexamined and likely misunderstood.  Racial differences currently are real (although not 
essential), and their reality (as well as their historical contingency) needs to be recognized 
if racism is to be successfully fought. (p. 29)   
My work as a practitioner is saturated with talk around race and culture. To ignore these aspects 
of my work is to stick my head in the sand, and I do not believe that my students would not 
notice if I were to do so. As I try to create a learning community that draws on students’ funds of 
knowledge, I am concomitantly indexing the raced and classed aspects of their lives. One cannot 
be separated from the other. Moreover, I see it as a reciprocal process: I cannot draw on students’ 
funds of knowledge without encountering issues of race and class, and I cannot engage them in 
productive discussions on race and class without having legitimized their funds of knowledge. 
How can I, as a white teacher, facilitate discussions about race without positioning my students 
as experts?  If I do not make these pedagogical moves, what kind of discussion am I left with?  
Am I to tell them about racism in America? 
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While I continually tried to address race, language, class in a respectful way, I did not 
always get it right as my journal from a lesson in June indicates.  As a culminating activity to our 
reading of The Bluest Eye, I brought in some children’s books that celebrate racial, ethnic, 
religious and sexual diversity.  Students had a particularly strong reaction to bell hooks’s (1999) 
Happy to Be Nappy, which I responded to in my journal. 
When drawing on my students’ out-of-school lives, there is so much that I need to learn; 
so much that I don’t know- as I am increasingly distanced because of my age, and 
eternally distanced because of my race.  Students had a negative response to my reading 
of bell hooks’s Happy to Be Nappy.  It surprised me.  Aalyiah said it was cheesy.  When I 
asked explicitly if they found it offensive some said, ‘kind of.’  Some asked, ‘who wants 
to be nappy?’  - Surprisingly the other classes did not respond the same way, but I 
wonder if that is because [this class] feels more empowered to tell me- I don’t like that 
book; I don’t like those images. Always I am learning. (J.6.19.09) 
I cannot be afraid to take risks in my classroom.  It was not always easy to discuss issues of race 
or language.  It was not always easy to be the outsider in the space.  However, if I have any hope 
of being an effective teacher for my students by offering them a transformative learning 
experience, then I need to cross boundaries, which inherently involves taking risks.  “We need to 
proceed in all such conversations about race and race talk with a willingness to inquire, an 
acknowledgement that we will make mistakes, and a commitment to inserting ourselves into 
analysis of ‘problems’ and potential remedies” (Pollock, 2004, p. 219).  When I did so in the 
spirit of learning, rather than coming from a position of a demagogue, it seemed that my students 
were willing to forgive me when I made mistakes.  
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Chapter Eight 
Real Talk in Classrooms, Schools, and Research Agendas 
 
This project was my attempt to rewrite the Discourse of schooling within the context of 
my own classroom to transform it into a dialogic, multilingual, multiliteracy and critical literacy 
site that offered students opportunities for rigorous intellectual work.  The purpose of this project 
was to deepen my understanding of the teaching and learning of language and literacies in 
diverse urban schools so that I might enhance my practice and contribute to the knowledge-base 
in the field.  To that end, I investigated what happened when I broadened what counted as 
academic discourse and academic texts in my classroom.  My analysis of the data indicates that 
urban schools need not rely on scripted and low-expectations curricula that limit ways with 
words in academic contexts.  Instead, backed by this study, I argue that a student-centered and 
dialogic pedagogy, which centers students not only in classroom discourse, but also in the 
curriculum by including texts and instructional practices relevant to their lives beyond the school 
walls, creates a context for student engagement in rigorous intellectual work.  As such, teachers 
need not devalue particular literacies or ways with words as inappropriate for classroom 
discourse, but should instead draw on students’ funds of knowledge as legitimate resources for 
learning.  
To arrive at these understandings of language and literacy pedagogy, I engaged in a 
systematic inquiry of my teaching practice.  The following routines characterized my deliberate 
teacher moves made within the context of this study: 
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• I attempted to create a curriculum that indexed my students’ interests, experiences and 
out-of-school literacies via relevant and multimodal texts and a culturally relevant 
pedagogy.  
• I used talk as an instructional tool in an attempt to de-center the teacher and center on 
students.   
• Students were asked to practice a school-based Discourse, which included Standard 
English, but with the understanding that Standard English is only one way of 
communicating, no better or worse than any other, only more or less appropriate for a 
given context. 
• I deliberately avoided editing my students as they talked either within or outside of the 
academic space: I did not “correct” their grammar, nor did I ever tell them to speak 
English.  I also honored their requests to write in languages other than Standard English. 
• I routinely did not resist overlapping multiparty talk when it surfaced.   
• I routinely manipulated the physical space to better facilitate discussions.  I was often 
physically positioned out of the conversation or took equal space (on seat in a circle of 
seats). 
Throughout an academic school year, I collected data in the form of a teaching journal, audio-
recorded class discussions and student interviews, and student work.  Employing critical 
discourse analysis, I did a close linguistic reading of class discussions and student interviews.  I 
situated my reading of the data across local, institutional and societal domains to arrive at my 
findings.  Using my theoretical framework as an analytical lens, I found the following: 
1. Participation in this community of practice allowed students to take up multiple 
Discourses simultaneously, thereby authoring hybrid Discourses.  
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Students wove local discursive practices that characterize African American Vernacular 
English, such as creative word play and metaphorical talk (Heath, 1983; Labov, 1972), and other 
out-of-school Discourses into institutional discursive practices, such as writing an expository 
paragraph.  Students, teachers, schools and societies all work together to construct identities of 
participation in schooling suggesting what a student Discourse looks, acts and sounds like.  This 
sometimes serves to maintain social reproduction as some students of color and low-income do 
not fit or deliberately resist this identity, or feel they have to shed identification with one 
Discourse to take on another.  Unlike monologic academic settings that routinely rely upon an 
interaction-response-evaluation (IRE) discursive pattern, this community of practice allowed 
students to recognize that participation in schooling and learning is not a fixed Discourse that 
looks one particular way.  In this community, participants redefined membership in an academic 
space.  This supported student learning, evident in my analysis of students’ cognitive movement. 
2. The intersection of competing Discourses provided learning opportunities. 
Discourses available in the societal and institutional domains sometimes conflicted with 
Discourses in the local domain.  For many students this resulted in moments of tension.  For 
example, the larger social narrative around school continued to inform students that the 
classroom was a space with rigid language rules despite my efforts to debunk that narrative.  
Most of the students saw themselves “through the eyes of the institution” (Rogers, 2003), but 
when I challenged this construct – suggesting that it positioned my students’ home languages and 
literacies as inferior - some students responded to this tension by shifting away from an existing 
Discourse.  This draws on the idea that learning involves shifts in socially-situated identities 
(Gee, 1999).  This was evident for many of the students, but for some, the moments of tension 
yielded no shift in Discourse and remained simply moments of tension.   
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3. Learning in this space allowed for shifts in power and situated identities.   
The positioning of “expert” and “novice” was fluid.  There were times when students 
took on the position of expert in relation to cultural models and their funds of knowledge, while I 
took on the role of novice.  Through episodes such as this, students’ funds of knowledge were 
legitimized as resources for learning in this space (Barton & Tan, 2009).  Moreover, the agitation 
of traditional teacher and student roles in the classroom contributed to a dynamic of mutual trust 
and respect.  This further contributed to our ability to engage in difficult conversations about race 
and language. 
4. Some students exercised control over their learning in this space. 
Student-centered talk and other literacy events yielded collaboration in learning. 
Collectively, students constructed analytical arguments about texts as well as contributed to a 
supportive learning environment.  Students did not just look to the teacher for academic support; 
they supported one another and contributed to one another’s learning.  Moreover, students 
seemed empowered as they stepped in and helped one another and took charge of the learning 
space.  This resulted in some students’ movement from the periphery of the community of 
practice into core membership (Wenger, 1998).  This was important for students to buy into an 
academic Discourse.  
5. As a community of practice, we abandoned a “colormute” Discourse (Pollock, 2004).   
In this space, we regularly engaged in dialogue about race and ethnicity as related to 
language, schooling and power.  In the beginning of the school year, several students explicitly 
told me that they thought it was rude to mention race in our analysis of a text.  These same 
students later engaged in regular discussions about race as the school year progressed.  Engaging 
in difficult but meaningful talk about race was important to create a space that allowed us to 
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challenge the reproduction model of schooling.  This matters because my students are hurt by a 
racially-silent pedagogy that feeds the narrative that some students’ ways with words and other 
behaviors are inferior to dominant Discourses.     
6. My discursive moves impacted the tone of the discursive space.   
My instructional decisions and interpersonal communications impacted student 
participation in my classroom, what it looked like, and how students took up language and 
literacy practices.  My actions suggested to students which literacy practices were welcomed and 
which were not.  Teachers send students messages about what is and is not valued.  Like many 
students in urban public schools (Carter, 2005), my students valued the institution of school and 
me as a representative of that institution.  It therefore followed that they internalized the 
messages I sent about language and literacy practices.  
I view learning as cognitive movement.  As these findings and the data laid out in the 
previous chapters illustrate, cognitive movement took place throughout the academic year as 
students shifted across the discursive space in an academic context.  Shifting positionalities are 
not just important for my students, but they also matter for me in my own practice, my school 
and its policies, and the overall field of educational research.  In the remainder of this chapter, I 
will discuss my findings as they relate to practice, schools, and practitioner inquiry, and suggest 
shifts in each of these domains. 
  
Shifting Practice: Implications for Teaching 
 When planning curriculum and instruction, teachers and other curriculum developers 
have a responsibility to ask: whose interests are being privileged by the texts and curriculum 
used in this classroom?  To create a balanced curriculum, I need to understand the intertextuality 
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of my students’ lives.  Intertextuality is how a single text draws upon and relates to other texts. 
Bakhtin (1981) suggests that there is no such thing as an original utterance.  Every utterance 
draws from previous utterances.  Why as a teacher is it so important for me to understand the 
intertextuality in my students’ discourse?  Charles Bazerman (2004) explains the relevance of 
intertextuality for writers and readers: 
Understanding how we use intertextuality as writers and readers can improve our practice 
as individuals and as collectives.  Our writing can be more sure-footed as we notice the 
intertextual ground we stand on.  We can become more deft and precise in invoking texts 
that we want the reader to see as relevant context and in excluding those intertexts that 
might distract the readers from the vision we want to present.  As readers we can note 
more exactly those intertexts the writer is invoking, and how and for what purposes. 
Further, we can also decide as readers if we want to bring other texts to bear to the issue 
that the writer has not seen as relevant. (p. 53)  
What does this mean for me as a teacher?  Just as our writing can be more “sure-footed” when 
we understand the intertextual ground from which we write, so too can my teaching practice be 
more “sure-footed” as I understand the intertextual ground on which my students stand.  In her 
research on popular literacies in children’s lives, Dyson (2003) notes that, “As the children 
entered the official school frame, they did not slip off their childhood textual threads, but rather 
used those threads to weave themselves into the official goings on” (p. 192).  Recognizing which 
texts my students invoke and which they leave out to make their arguments, to build relevant 
context, and to understand texts, I can better understand how I influence what they are willing to 
index.  Moreover, by opening up the academic space to their out-of-school texts and textual 
practices, I am making room for them to index texts that they might have otherwise left out.  This 
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is important so that my students are able to use all of their available resources to shape new 
understandings, develop new knowledge and create new texts, rather than have to silo their lives 
into school and home and play.  I argue that in this study the merging of these spaces allowed 
students to make sense of academic constructs as they played out in the real world, and therefore 
allowed their learning to transcend the boundaries of school and home life.  To do this work 
requires that teachers know their students well.  It requires familiarity with students’ out-of-
school lives including the home and youth cultures from which students draw their ways of 
interacting, ways of representing and ways of being.  It requires a personalization not available in 
a one-size fits all curriculum.   
Coupled with intertextuality, employing dialogic instruction reshaped the ways of 
interacting in this space.  Dialogic instruction, which by nature moves away from teacher-
centered, monologic pedagogy, allows for a way of developing our ideological self, our view of 
the world and our system of beliefs.  As individuals struggle with their own ideologies, they 
wrestle with tension and conflict necessary for learning.  Inherent in this paradigm is the 
understanding that thinking is not limited to choosing from a multiple-choice answer, but rather 
undergoes a process of discursive shifting or cognitive movement often done in practice with 
others.  Dialogic instruction is organic.  It cannot be prescribed through a scripted curriculum.  It 
is messy and involves the unknown.  “Instruction of this sort is described inadequately by the 
main points in a lesson plan.  Capturing instruction and learning of this sort requires constructing 
a narrative of unfolding understandings involving thoughtful interaction between and among 
teacher and students” (Nystrand, 1997, p. 2).  It is through a reconstruction of the discursive 
space that makes other educators see what is possible in such a space and therefore be willing to 
take the risks themselves to broaden their own academic discursive spaces.   
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For the students in this study, learning to be a student was about negotiating competing 
images and Discourses of school, language, learning, teachers, and being persons of color and/or 
low-income.  Students negotiated these identities and relationships all of the time.  Classrooms 
should be spaces where they are able to safely do that.  This happens by broadening the 
discursive space and engaging in explicit dialogue about language and identity as relevant to 
students’ lives.  Rigor and relevance are not mutually exclusive.  My students took up multiple 
ways with words, including Standard English, to demonstrate their mastery of content and 
linguistic skills.  Moreover, we collectively engaged in rich intellectual dialogue throughout the 
year that allowed us to look deeply at texts and our own lives.  This study further implies that 
teachers engage students in a critical pedagogy as they take up classroom texts and consider how 
these texts position individuals and groups.  Using texts in our local setting to challenge the 
reproduction of societal inequities allowed my students to engage in critical literacy and rewrite 
their positions in the world.  In that process, students co-constructed ways of being in an 
academic context, specific and appropriate to them and our community of practice, but 
applicable to future learning contexts. 
 
Shifting Institutions: Implications for Schools 
 It is beyond the scope of this study to examine the relationship between school culture 
and classroom learning.  However, since classroom practice does not take place in a vacuum, but 
rather is situated in institutions and the larger society, it is important to consider also how 
institutions constrict students’ ways of being in schools.  Throughout this study, it was necessary 
for me to examine the racialized habits (Sullivan, 2006) of my practice, my school and our 
society.  Schools are racialized spaces.  To uncover this, schools should look at what ways with 
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language, dress and behavior they impose upon students, and ask: what is the impact of these 
impositions on students and in particular with students’ relationships to their own school-based 
learning?   
 Just as I argue that classrooms should become broadened discursive sites of practice, I 
suggest that schools too should look critically at their culture to see which Discourses are 
privileged and which are devalued.  This calls for the adults in the buildings to dialogue about 
the ways in which race, language and culture contribute to the culture of a school.  When schools 
move about silently in their racialized habits and promote a colormute policy, students tacitly 
learn what matters, what to talk about and what not to talk about.  Schools need to consider the 
ways in which their community is hurt by not having conversations about race, language and 
culture.   
 Schools that serve a diverse population of students also need to think about how the 
larger narrative of schooling evokes students’ “contradictory subjectivities.” Rogers (2003) 
argues that her research participants, Vicky and June Treader, come to see their literacy identities 
through the eyes of the institution.  She asserts that it is because June and her family believe in 
education that the Treader family is thwarted by the institution.  They come to believe that their 
own literacy practices are inferior and of little value.  How was this true for my students?  I 
believe that my students bought into the institution of schooling, but as shown in our discussion 
about dialect, students were conflicted about language use, including what they have learned in 
school both explicitly and tacitly about language.  How can institutions rewrite the narrative of 
schooling to make it a more inclusive story, one that better serves a racial and linguistically 
diverse population?  As illustrated through my analysis of Sanida’s discourse (see chapter six), 
when the students’ cultural models of literacy were challenged, they began to recognize their 
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own contradictions.  School communities should also unpack their own contradictions.  If we tell 
students that we value diverse Discourses, then we need to respect those Discourses when they 
enter the institutional culture.  Moreover, we need to find ways to integrate multiple languages 
and literacies into our curriculum, instruction, and school culture for it is only through action that 
our values become visible.  
 
Shifting Knowledge: Implications for Research 
As a practitioner, all research leads me to consider the local implications.  Given any 
study, I ask: so what?  How does this information relate to teaching and learning in my 
classroom and in my school?  How can this enhance the learning experiences of my students and 
improve their relationships with schools?  How does this help me better understand the deep 
questions of my practice?  As a practitioner, I am afforded the opportunities to turn research into 
practical applications.  I am a tester of knowledge.  Practitioner inquiry further affords me the 
opportunity to be a creator of knowledge, as I concomitantly create and test the knowledge that I 
generate through my inquiry.  As such, I have the opportunity to be a change agent through my 
classroom practice and in my contributions to the field.   
While teacher research may still be marginalized in the larger context of educational 
research, it is from this work that my practice has been most impacted.  This process of inquiry 
interrupted my own model of teaching and learning.  Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2004) suggest 
that, “Inquiry changes the people who do it” (p. 637).  Certainly, I am changed as a result of my 
inquiry.  Most profoundly, inquiry into my work has resulted in a shift in my relationships with 
my students.  I find that I listen more carefully to the language they use and the texts they index, 
and I consider how to draw on these discourses as resources in my classroom.  In other words, I 
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more often look to my students as experts.  Through inquiry, I have learned how to learn from 
them.  Furthermore, my practice has changed as a result of my inquiry.  What follows are several 
ways in which my practice has changed as a direct result of this study: 
1. Incorporating explicit discussions with students about cultural models in texts and in our 
own lives as pre-reading activities. 
2. Increasing the amount of instructional time spent discussing language dialects and 
differences. 
3. Recognizing multiparty overlapping talk when it occurs and letting it take its course. 
4. Increasing dialogic instruction overall, which includes more student-led seminars. 
5. Frequently and systematically examining who contributes to classroom discussions and 
how those contributions are affected by the texts in the curriculum. 
6. Broadening the curriculum to be more inclusive of the diverse cultures and linguistic 
practices with which my students identify. 
7. Including a study of racial and gender allies in the curriculum. 
Not only is it important to consider what is gained from teacher research, but it is equally 
important to consider what might be lost without teacher research.  For myself, I arrived at my 
research questions as a result of my relationships with my students and my practice.  Without 
having had the experience of watching my students’ engage in sophisticated language and 
literacy practices while at the same time struggling with academic discourse, I may not have 
arrived at my question.  Moreover, as an outside researcher, I would not have been afforded the 
opportunity to concomitantly test and develop the knowledge generated in my inquiry. 
Throughout this study, I became an ethnographer of the communication in my classroom (Heath, 
1983) and as a result, better understood the overall grammar of classroom talk in a diverse 
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discourse community and was better able to modify my instructional practices as a result of those 
understandings to better serve my students and their learning needs.  If I had not conducted this 
study, my practical and theoretical understandings of language and literacy learning would likely 
not have arrived at this place.   
 
Final Thoughts: From the Hem to the Folds of the Garment 
In The Bluest Eye, Toni Morrison (1970) writes in the voice of a young African American 
female who observes, “Being a minority in both caste and class, we moved about anyway on the 
hem of life, struggling to consolidate our weaknesses and hang on, or to creep singly up into the 
major folds of the garment” (p. 17).  Like the narrator in this story, many students in urban 
schools move about on the fringes of the larger narrative of schooling.  It is the responsibility of 
teachers, schools and researchers to help all students move from the hem of the fabric of 
schooling into the major folds of the garment.  Allowing students to take up multiple positions 
via multiple literacies offers them expanded ideas of who counts as smart, who can be an 
intellectual, and who owns the classroom and the school.  Schooling need not be reduced to an 
either or experience for students (Carter, 2005), but rather it could and should be a place where 
students can take up hybrid Discourses of their own choosing to fit their own purposes. Our job 
as teachers, administrators and researchers, is to present them with opportunities to do so.  The 
students’ job is to take advantage of those opportunities.   
With today’s calls for standardization we run the risk of depersonalization of schools, 
teaching and learning.  What is the end goal in a society that is marked by standardization? 
Standardization of schools, teaching, learning and language might appease data driven 
assessments, but at what cost?  What happens to the individual in such a space?  As this study 
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shows, a curriculum and pedagogy that draws on students’ funds of knowledge can be both 
relevant and rigorous.  More research is needed that documents similar spaces and seeks 
alternatives to high-stakes standardized testing to show student learning.  Moreover, more 
teachers need to make their voices heard by engaging in systematic inquiry and making public 
their findings.   
On February 25, 2010, I was sitting in my classroom with Sanida preparing to present 
this research at an upcoming conference.  Sanida read my paper and viewed my PowerPoint.  
When finished, she turned to me and said, “This makes me feel like we matter.”  She went on to 
say how she believed that as students of color, she and her classmates did not really matter in the 
bigger scheme of education and society.  If policy makers, researchers, and practitioners have 
any hope of rewriting the story of education, then the work of teachers and the lives of their 
students need to matter in both local and larger academic contexts. 
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Appendix A 
Foundations of Literacy 
Course Syllabus 2008-2009 
Instructor: Robin Hennessy 
 
Description 
Foundations of Literacy is a reading and writing workshop that applies a critical literacy lens on 
reading the word and the world.  In Foundations, we learn to employ a variety of strategies used 
by proficient readers to improve reading comprehension.  We practice metacognition, the act of 
thinking about our thinking, so we can monitor our understanding of difficult texts.  We respond 
to texts in a variety of ways, including writing/rewriting, talking, drawing, and acting.  We 
recognize that we engage in literacy practices in our everyday lives, and we draw from these 
practices to develop academic literacies.  As we study texts, we learn to read like writers, paying 
attention to the writer’s craft and applying techniques to our own work. Understanding writing as 
a process, we often refine and revise our writing pieces.  Grammar, mechanics and usage are 
taught as needed to improve our fluency with academic language.  Finally, as we hone our 
literacy skills, we consider how texts shape our identity, and we rewrite those texts to mirror who 
we want to be in this world. 
 
Goals 
● Students will practice and improve their reading and writing skills through the classroom 
workshop. 
● Students will study multiple genres including novels, short stories, nonfiction, poetry, 
visual, and audio texts. 
● Students will regularly read texts using the Habits of Mind (PERCS). 
● Students will create texts that clearly communicate their ideas. 
 
Assessment 
Students earn grades for the following: 
● Reading/Writing Notebook 
● Class seminars 
● In-class reading/writing time 
● Projects/Portfolio products 
● Participation: includes attendance, arriving on time, listening and speaking 
● Preparedness: binder, notebook, agenda, reading book, writing utensil, highlighters 
● Any activity we forgot to mention or haven’t thought up yet. 
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Foundations of Literacy 
Curriculum Map 
2008-2009 
 
Essential Question: How do the texts around us shape our identities? 
 
Term One: Fight the Power 
Guiding Question: How is power constructed through texts? 
Genre Study: Short Stories, Essays, Music, Music Videos, Sitcoms, Speeches 
● Dialogue Journal 
● Independent Book Project 
● MEAL Paragraphs 
● Descriptive Essay: Rewriting Power story 
 
Term Two: Sing to Me, Muse 
Guiding Question: How is gender constructed through texts? 
Genre Study: Poetry, Mythology, Epic Poetry 
● MEAL Essay 
● Poetry Anthology  
● Immortals Project 
● The Odyssey  
 
Term Three: Makes Me Wanna Holla 
Guiding Question: How is race/class/religion/age constructed through texts? (To be determined 
individually) 
Genre Study: Expository writing/newspaper and magazine articles/advertisements 
● Annotated Bibliography 
● Note-taking 
● Position Paper Remix 
● Blog 
 
Term Four: The Stories of our Lives 
Guiding Question: How can we reshape our identity through texts? 
Genre study: Narrative 
● The Bluest Eye 
● Text Dramatization 
● MEAL Essay 
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Appendix B 
Interview Protocol: Students 
 
Student interviews were an attempt to address the following questions: How do my students 
perceive power and social identity in relation to different languages and literacy practices, 
including school-based learning tasks?  How do these perceptions shape their use of language 
and literacies in the classroom? 
 
1. Describe the way that you are asked to speak and write in school.  What would you 
call these ways of speaking and writing? 
2. Describe the ways that you speak and write outside of school.  Include how you 
communicate with your family and your friends, especially if these ways of 
communication are different. 
3. How does school-based language compare to other languages/dialects that you speak 
outside of school?  Which ways of communication are more important to you and 
why?   
4. What would you like teachers to know about how you communicate with your 
family? 
 
In addition to these questions, students were also asked questions based on specific discussions 
and activities that took place in class.  These questions varied from student to student.  
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Appendix C 
Student Profiles 
Student Names (all names are pseudonyms), Racial and Ethnic Identification (as reported by 
each student), Spoken Languages (other than Standard English) and Profiles 
Student Racial/Ethnic 
Identification 
Language(s) Profile 
Jennifer Black AAVE Jennifer was a hard-working student who expected to do 
well in school.  Socially, she was a straddle: she 
interacted easily across cliques and ethnic groups, but 
often kept to herself.  While she was not especially 
assertive in class, she would participate. She was active in 
an outside organization that assisted low-income college 
bound students. 
Katherine Latino 
(Honduran) 
Spanish Katherine had recently emigrated from Honduras to the 
United States.  Even though she was in a regular 
education classroom, the district identified her as an 
English language learner.  She was several years older 
than most students in the class and had a lot of 
responsibilities outside of school. 
Jessica Puerto Rican 
and Italian 
American 
 Jessica was very quiet in class and generally kept to 
herself.  She struggled to consistently complete 
assignments.  She enjoyed anime and online social 
networking.  In smaller social settings, she would 
sometimes become very chatty.  In her sophomore year, 
she was diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome.  
Tamika Black Latino 
(Panamanian) 
AAVE, 
Spanish 
Tamika was a fluent speaker of Spanish, but rarely spoke 
the language.  She more frequently socialized with other 
students who identified as black.  She struggled to do well 
academically, but she generally engaged in class 
activities.  
Linnette Latino  (Puerto 
Rican and 
Dominican) 
Spanish Linnette was friendly, but often quiet in class.  She 
struggled with contributing to discussions; yet, she 
maintained high grades overall.  Outside of school she 
actively pursued her interests in astronomy and dance. 
Brandel Latino (Puerto 
Rican and 
Cuban) 
Spanish Brandel was friendly and easy-going.  He moved across 
all social groups but most frequently socialized with a 
group of Latino boys.  He engaged in the content of the 
class regularly and generally maintained high grades.  
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Student Racial/Ethnic 
Identification 
Language(s) Profile 
Leroy African 
American 
AAVE Leroy was a popular boy with a lot of social capital in the 
class.  He appeared most comfortable with some of the 
black girls in the class, but his outgoing nature allowed 
him to easily move in and out of social groups.  His 
frequent absences hindered his academic progress, but 
he was generally engaged intellectually when in class and 
offered insightful contributions.   
Elika Latino Spanish Elika was very quiet in class, but had a lot of girlfriends.  
She also had an older sister in the school.  Elika struggled 
with attendance and her frequent absences negatively 
affected her performance.  
Candice West Indian AAVE Candice was extremely outgoing and gregarious.  
Socially, she moved about with the senior students more 
than her own classmates.  In class, she was intellectually 
curious.  Her oral contributions far exceeded her written 
work which was usually average.  Overall, she maintained 
above average grades. 
Sanida African 
American 
AAVE Sanida was very energetic.  In class, she engaged 
thoughtfully.  Her frequent absences hindered her 
academic growth and she struggled to consistently 
complete assignments outside of school.  Her grades 
generally fell below average. 
Abel Latino 
(Panamanian) 
Spanish Abel was friendly and outgoing and moved easily across 
social groups although he was tightly aligned with a group 
of Latino boys in the class.  His did not consistently 
complete his assignments, but his in class contributions 
were generally frequent and thoughtful.  He did not miss 
one day of school his freshmen year. 
Jaslyn Latino 
(Dominican) 
Spanish Jaslyn was an energetic student who contributed regularly 
to class discussions.  She generally completed her work 
and maintained above average grades.  Outside of school, 
she spent a lot of time with her family.  
Mirabelle Latino 
(Dominican) 
Spanish Mirabelle was a quiet but thoughtful contributor to class 
discussions.  She was a conscientious student who 
earned above average grades.  Socially, she moved easily 
in and out of peer groups and appeared to be well liked 
and respected by all. 
Evie Latino 
(Puerto Rican) 
Spanish Evie was an assertive student in class and contributed 
frequently.  While she frequently described herself as a 
poor writer, I did not see her that way.  She was very 
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Student Racial/Ethnic 
Identification 
Language(s) Profile 
concerned with maintaining a high grade point average 
and held herself to very high standards.  
Aaliyah African 
American 
AAVE Aaliyah was a thoughtful class participant.  She was an 
avid reader and often asked me for book 
recommendations.  Academically, she consistently did 
well.  Socially, she mostly appeared to keep to her friends. 
Anita Cape Verdean AAVE Anita was a very thoughtful contributor and an active 
member of the class.  She struggled with outside issues 
that regularly interfered with her attendance and her ability 
to complete assignments out of school.   
Moshen Liberian  Moshen was socially very quiet but contributed to class 
discussions.  He identified as a speaker of “broken 
English.”  Moshen spoke with a heavy accent making it 
sometimes difficult to understand him.  He was very 
concerned with his grades and overall did well.  
Santiago Latino 
(Colombian) 
Spanish Santiago was a meticulous student meaning that he put 
great care into every assignment and was very detailed 
oriented. He often contributed to class discussions but his 
contributions sometimes seem intended to get the class 
off task. 
Stuart Italian & 
Portuguese 
American 
 Stuart was an active participant in the class.  He tried to 
interact across social groups, but he tended to be socially 
ostracized.  He showed a lot of concern for his grades, but 
generally did well.  He had a special education plan for 
reading and writing.  
Ahmed Somalian  Somali, AAVE Ahmed was an energetic student who regularly engaged 
with the curriculum.  He was socially a bit reserved, but 
easily interacted with others.  He earned good grades and 
consistently completed his work.  
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Appendix D 
CDA Sample Analysis 
Dialect Transcript (A20) 
Episode 1: One Set Way of Talking 
38  RH: All right, come on.   
39  Okay, so I want to start.  Jessica, would you push your chair back, please?   
40  So let’s talk about this for a minute. 
41  F:  All right. 
42  RH: Let’s talk about this for a minute.   
43  So first of all, do you understand what you read,  
44  pretty much? 
45  ALL:  Yeah. 
46  RH: So she talks in a different  
47  a dialect, [I CORRECT MY USE OF “DIFFERENT” AND CHANGE TO DIALECT] 
48  and what makes one of those translations standard English and one not? 
49  Jaslyn:  Well, the way that mines was different from hers is  
50  that I didn’t use contractions. [RULES OF SCHOOL ENGLISH] 
51  RH: Okay, so you didn’t use contractions. [REPETITION] 
52  What else? 
53  Candice:  I like just made it more simple,  
54  like more understandable for  
55  like regular talk. [REGULAR = HOW SHE TALKS = MORE UNDERSTANDABLE] 
56  RH: Okay, what do you mean by that? 
57  Santiago: Standard [STANDARD = REGULAR] 
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58  Candice:  Just not saying like I went to the picture,  
59  I went to the show.   
60  I just put I went to the movies.   
61  RH: Okay, so in terms of you changed the language  
62  so it was more current language use? 
63  Candice:  Yeah. 
64  RH: Because they used to say picture show.  So now we say movies, right? 
65  F:  Yeah. [AGREEMENT]   
66  Aalyiah:  Some of my sentences were fragments  
67  so I changed them into like whole sentences with a subject and verb.  [DISCOURSE OF SCHOOL 
ENGLISH] 
68  RH: Okay, so you made them complete sentences. Sanida 
69  Sanida:  Oh, no.  I [INAUDIBLE] 
70  Ty: I have a question. 
71  RH: Okay, but let’s, a couple of more things;  
72  what else would you change?  Mirabelle? 
73  Mirabelle:  Cause she sometimes was improper she be like I be? [DISCOURSE OF IMPROPER 
ENGLISH: MIRABELLE USES THE SAME FORM OF THE VERB] 
74  RH: Okay, so you changed the verb to be the verb? 
75  Mirabelle:  Yeah.  
76  RH: Okay, good. Yeah. 
77  So all right, the next question is so  
78  what makes one standard and one not?   
79  Go ahead Sanida? 
80  Sanida:  I don’t think there should be like  
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81  a proper way of  
82  not so much proper way of talking  
83  but like if there’s like singling out the way people talk in different areas [SINGLING OUT- SOME 
PEOPLE ARE HURT BY THIS] 
84  So there shouldn’t be um one set way of talking.  [IT’S OKAY THAT THERE IS MORE THAN ONE 
WAY OF TALKING] 
85  Like there should be a way of conversating to certain people in certain places, [CONTEXT 
MATTERS] 
86  but not to have like a proper language. [ONE LANGUAGE SHOULD NOT BE PRIVILEGED OVER 
OTHERS] 
87  RH: Okay.  Ahmed, did you want to say something? 
88  Ahmed:  Yeah.  I said that I don’t think there’s really  
89  I don’t think anyone could change the standard [NO ONE HAS POWER OVER THIS] 
90  and I don’t think there’s anyone who can say you have to use the standard all the time, [NO ONE 
HAS POWER OVER ME/US] 
91  you can’t use that,  
92  unless you’re in school. [SCHOOL HAS POWER]  
93  Because I don’t know why in school [ALTHOUGH I DON’T UNDERSTAND IT] 
94  because I don’t know [CONFLICT] 
95  it’s hard to explain. 
96  RH: Okay.  Well you can add more.  
97  Go ahead. 
98  Aalyiah:  I agree with what Sanida said,  
99  but I think that the way society is like  
100  there is a certain standard way of talking  
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101  and there isn’t like,  
102  standard is what like professional people use, like teachers, government officials, presidents, 
and stuff like that.  [QUALIFYING PROFESSIONAL PEOPLE] 
103  And then when it’s not standard  
104  it’s like the slang that we use 
105  RH: So who gets to decide what standard is, though? 
106  Aalyiah:  Well I put people of higher class  
107  because you don’t hear us  
108  like well specifically, like me a minority [MINORITY VS. HIGHER CLASS; AALYIAH BRIDGES 
RACE AND CLASS (INTERDISCURSIVITY); “HIGHER CLASS” PEOPLE WOULD ACTUALLY BE 
THE MINORITY] 
109  saying what how people should and should not talk.   
110  It’s usually like people in higher class. [HIGHER CLASS PEOPLE HAVE POWER; MINORITY 
PEOPLE DON’T HAVE POWER] 
111  RH: Okay.  Anyone else want to say something?   
112  So people who have more power.  
113  Aalyiah:  Power, yeah. 
114  RH: So they have more power financially  
115  and they have more power in terms of their positions in society.  [USING “THEY” I 
DISASSOCIATE MYSELF FROM PEOPLE WITH POWER] 
116  Right? 
117  Aalyiah:  Yeah. 
118  RH: So in the United States, who has that tended to be? 
119  Ahmed:  Whites. 
120  RH: White people, right?  So in the United States it’s the way of how wealthy,  
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121  and I have to say wealthy white people [QUALIFYING] 
122  not poor white people,  
123  the language of wealthy white people has become the standard. 
124  F:  Yeah. 
125  Sanida:  I’ve had people that tell me  
126  if I was like, could you pass me that book please,  
127  they’re like oh, why you talking white?   
128  Like I’ve had that before. 
129  Candice:  Me too. 
130  Aalyiah:  Yeah. 
131  Sanida:  [INAUDIBLE] a white girl. 
132  [Multiparty talk] 
133  RH: One person has to talk at a time. 
134  Sanida:  Like I know it just makes that person looks ignorant,  
135  but I know,  
136  I can understand why that person was saying that 
137  because the world was like don’t be doing that  
138  and we don’t need to be that,  
139  but then when I was like could you pass me that please  
140  with manners, [HAVING MANNERS = WHITE?] 
141  I want to be a white girl or  
142  Aalyiah:  Yeah. 
143  RH: Okay. 
144  Candice:  Or if you’re like [DISASSOCIATING HERSELF WITH “YOU”] 
145  excuse me,  
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146  they be like - - like say if somebody’s talking to you [USE OF THEY TO SEPARATE FROM 
HER; USE OF “THEY BE”] 
147  and they like “excuse me”,  
148  and then they’re like why you talking white for? 
149  F:  Yeah. 
150  Ty:  It’s not even like that.  [DISAGREEMENT] 
151  It’s just like when you say that, like “excuse me”,  
152  it’s like adults say that. [DISCOURSE OF ADOLESCENTS VS ADULTS; Tamika SEPARATES 
DISCOURSE OF RACE FROM DISCOURSE OF AGE] 
153  Ahmed:  It’s when you say totally or anything like that  
154  [Multiparty talk] 
155  RH: Only one person can talk at a time.   
156  So that’s really interesting to me.   
157  So if you speak more formally,  
158  or you were saying like a white person, [WHITE = FORMAL] 
159  is that a good way to communicate with your friends. 
160  F:  No. 
161  Sanida:  No.  We had this conversation before. 
162  RH: We did  
163  we talked about this stuff in the beginning of the school year. 
164  Sanida:  Yeah, about dialogues and - -  
165  RH: Dialects, yes.   
166  So how does this connect then - -  
167  part of this point that I want to make,  
168  not just today but before as well,  
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169  is that there is not really a right or wrong, okay.   
170  There is not a correct English and an incorrect English.  
171  They’re just a different dialect,  
172  but the dialect of school is the dialect of power.   
173  So in school  
174  we want you to learn that dialect [MY USE OF “WE” SERVES TO SPEAK ON BEHALF OF THE 
SCHOOL/INSTITUTION] 
175  and be fluent in it  
176  and be able to write that way  
177  because it’s what going to be expected of you in the professional world.   
178  It doesn’t make it better,  
179  it doesn’t make it right,  
180  but you need it –  
181  right?   
END 6:26 
Observations: 
4) Genre is a teacher-led discussion in which the teacher controls the topic and who talks; ways 
of interacting is marked by “one person at a time” with moments of “multiparty talk.” 
5) Students demonstrate their understanding of “school English” when they talk about their 
translations of the text to include the eradication of contractions and the use of complete 
sentences that have subjects and verbs.  This is consistent discourse about schooling at the 
local, institutional and societal levels. 
6) Mirabelle describes the character’s use of the “to be” verb as “improper” but uses the same 
subject-verb construction in her own speech.  Does she consider her own speech improper?  
This an example of conflicting subjectivities.  It relates to what Rogers (2003) says about 
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how June and Vicky Treader buy into the Discourse of schooling and how it in turn hurts them 
because the “Treaders come to see themselves through the eyes of the institution” (p. 145).  
Unfortunately, I do not get to this when I later bring up how students apologize for how they 
talk. 
7) In lines 43-49 Sanida explains how one language should not be privileged over another and 
how context matters; she later contradicts herself when she talks about Barack Obama 
(Episode 2).   
8) Ahmed is conflicted when he says that no one can say what is standard, but then corrects 
himself to make an exception for school.  He then is silenced. 
9) Aalyiah bridges race and class in lines 69-73. 
10) Discourse of “acting white” associated with manners, formality, “proper” English (juxtapose with 
literature); note how students think it’s “ignorant” to accuse someone of this (compare to 
Carter’s work on school success for students of color); consider as an act of agency: to choose 
for oneself (reflexive positioning) how to speak in a given situation rather than accept the 
subjectivities bestowed upon them by others. 
11) Aside from Mirabelle and Santiago, all students who participate in this episode are African-
American, and mostly girls. (Consider turn-taking) 
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Appendix E 
Video Game Cartoon 
 
 
Source: Newkirk, T. (2002). Misreading masculinity: Boys, literacy, and popular culture. 
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 
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Appendix F 
Seminar Rubric 
Class: 
Date: 
Text: 
Number of Comments- Contribute both as a speaker and as a listener. 
Quality of Comments - Offer a new idea, not yet expressed, take a new approach to 
previously stated ideas and apply the habits of mind, or offer a new thread of discussion. 
Respond to Others- Make direct reference to others’ comments (you must include their 
name) and respond to what they have said (merely repeating what they said with their name 
does not count): agree or disagree, but elaborate and offer a new idea. 
Talk across Texts - Refer to concrete examples from the text for evidence. Cite specific 
scenes and/or page numbers. Make connections across texts (i.e., connect Bluest Eye to 
another text you have read or film you have seen in or out of school).  Make connections 
between texts and life to show relevance. 
Literary Analysis – Analyze extended metaphors, symbolism, themes, and other figurative 
language.  Show comprehension and a close reading of the text.  Make logical inferences. 
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Appendix G 
The Suitors with the Original Swag 
 
#1 Compare the two passages below.  Decide how they are similar and how they are different. 
 
Passage #1 
“Mr. West is in the buildin'  
Swagger on a hundred thousand TRILLION!  
Ayo, I know I got there first  
I'm Christopher Columbus, y'all just the pilgrims  
Thanksgiving, do we even got a question?  
Hermes Pastel, I passed the dressin'  
My attitude is tattooed  
That mean it's permanent, so I guess  
we should address it, huh?  
My swagger is Mick Jagger  
Every time I breathe on the track, I asthma attack it  
Why he so mad for? Why he gotta have it?  
'Cause I slaved my whole life, now I'm the master” 
 
Passage #2: 
“Stop, old man!” 
Eurymachus, Polybus’ son, rose up to take him on. 
“Go home and babble your omens to your children –  
Save them from some catastrophe coming soon. 
I’m a better hand than you at reading portents. 
Flocks of birds go fluttering under the sun’s rays, 
Not all are fraught with meaning. Odysseus? 
He’s dead now, far from home – 
Would to god that you’d died with him too.” 
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#2  Compare the two passages below.  Decide how they are similar and how they are different. 
 
Passage #1: 
Ay, you know see Weezy for the wordplay,  
Jeezy for the bird play  
Kanyeezy for diversity  
and me for controversy  
I'm a verse that's picture perfect,  
only spit to serve a purpose  
If you ain't livin' what you kickin', then your worthless  
Lookin' from the surface it may seem like I got reason to be nervous  
Then observe my work and see that my adversity was worth it  
Verse is autobiographical, absolutely classical  
The last thing I'm worried 'bout is what another rapper do  
Ain't nobody hot as me  
 
Passage #2: 
“Mentor!” Euenor’s son Leocritus rounded on him, shouting, 
“Rabble-rousing fool, now what’s this talk? 
Goading them on to try and hold us back! 
It’s uphill work, I warn you, 
Fighting a force like ours- just for a meal. 
Even if Odysseus of Ithaca did arrive in person, 
To find us well-bred suitors feasting in his halls, 
And the man were hell-bent on routing us from the palace- 
Little joy would his wife derive from his return, 
For all her yearning.  Here on the spot he’d meet 
A humiliating end if he fought against such odds. 
You’re talking nonsense – idiocy.” 
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Appendix H 
Sandia’s Bluest Eye Essay 
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Appendix I 
Stuart’s Bluest Eye Essay 
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Appendix J 
Stuart’s First Draft Bluest Eye Essay 
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